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Abstract	  	  
	  
Street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  are	  visible	  characteristics	  of	  most	  cities	  across	  the	  globe.	  In	  
Johannesburg,	  the	  two	  activities	  are	  marginal	  which	  have	  grown	  increasingly	  visible	  over	  the	  
past	  few	  years.	  This	  study	  looks	  at	  how	  space	  is	  appropriated,	  negotiated	  and	  made	  insurgent	  by	  
street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  in	  the	  city	  for	  their	  own	  needs.	  It	  does	  this	  by	  exploring	  the	  
relationship	  between	  planning/planners,	  Johannesburg	  as	  the	  space	  and	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  
as	  occupants	  of	  that	  space.	  The	  study	  argues	  that	  planners	  do	  not	  adequately	  understand	  
spontaneous	  communities	  in	  the	  city	  and	  that	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  stand	  as	  two	  gateways	  
in	  beginning	  to	  interact	  with	  this	  spontaneous	  aspect	  of	  life	  in	  the	  inner	  city.	  Through	  
autophotography	  and	  film,	  the	  study	  reveals	  how	  physical	  infrastructure,	  negotiations	  with	  
security	  guards	  and	  the	  police	  and	  the	  convenience	  of	  the	  inner	  city	  are	  all	  examples	  of	  some	  of	  
the	  factors	  that	  influence	  the	  processes	  of	  how	  and	  why	  space	  is	  appropriated,	  made	  insurgent	  
and	  negotiated	  over.	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   1	  
What	  is	  under	  study	  in	  this	  report?	  
	  
Johannesburg,	  the	  economic	  powerhouse	  of	  South	  Africa,	  is	  undergoing	  rapid	  urban	  change	  
particularly	  in	  the	  inner	  city.	  This	  change	  is	  evident	  through	  a	  range	  of	  inner	  city	  
regeneration	  initiatives	  to	  mega	  projects	  that	  are	  largely	  targeted	  at	  attracting	  investment	  
and	  improving	  the	  position	  of	  the	  inner	  city	  as	  a	  business-­‐friendly	  environment	  (Winkler,	  
2009	  and	  Garner,	  2011).	  Amidst	  such	  grand	  developments,	  smaller	  changes	  have	  also	  been	  
taking	  place	  in	  the	  city.	  Such	  changes	  revolve	  around	  how	  public	  spaces	  have	  been	  used	  and	  
influenced	  by	  human	  activity	  to	  take	  on	  a	  new	  form	  beyond	  their	  original	  functions.	  In	  this	  
study	  I	  look	  at	  how	  two	  groups	  of	  young	  people	  –	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists,	  have	  
appropriated	  and	  negotiated	  public	  space	  (primarily	  in	  the	  form	  of	  streets)	  in	  the	  city	  for	  
their	  own	  needs.	  
	  
Why	  do	  I	  say	  negotiation;	  why	  is	  there	  such	  a	  need	  to	  negotiate	  to	  begin	  with?	  David	  Harvey	  
(2008)	  has	  dealt	  with	  it;	  Ash	  Amin	  (2006)	  has	  also	  dealt	  with	  it	  as	  well	  as	  other	  theorists	  
(Mayer,	  2009;	  Miraftab,	  2009;	  Mitchell,	  2003)	  who	  have	  studied	  the	  causes,	  extent	  and	  
dynamics	  of	  inequality	  in	  cities.	  These	  discussions	  are	  a	  contribution	  to	  the	  bigger	  “right	  to	  
the	  city”	  debate.	  Public	  space	  thus	  stands	  as	  one	  of	  the	  direct	  ways	  in	  which	  people	  exercise	  
their	  right	  to	  the	  city.	  Without	  access	  to	  public	  space,	  one’s	  right	  to	  the	  city	  is	  denied	  as	  that	  
right	  depends	  heavily	  on	  public	  space	  (Mitchell,	  2003).	  This	  is	  why	  the	  idea	  of	  public	  space	  is	  
a	  fight	  because	  it	  is	  associated	  with	  freedom	  and	  from	  there,	  one	  is	  granted	  an	  opportunity	  
to	  access	  other	  amenities	  within	  the	  city.	  If	  the	  street	  skaters	  did	  not	  insist	  on	  skating	  in	  the	  
city,	  they	  would	  certainly	  not	  develop	  their	  skills	  as	  much	  as	  they	  wish	  to	  as	  being	  in	  the	  city	  
means	  that	  everything	  else	  is	  in	  close	  proximity	  (Borden,	  2002).	  That	  proximity	  improves	  
access	  to	  other	  amenities,	  cultures	  and	  practices	  vested	  in	  spaces	  of	  the	  inner	  city.	  A	  
negotiation	  of	  this	  space,	  the	  city	  space,	  thus	  bears	  much	  more	  than	  a	  Masters	  thesis	  can	  
contain.	  However,	  much	  has	  been	  revealed	  regarding	  how	  space	  is	  made	  insurgent	  through	  
the	  process	  of	  negotiation	  and	  appropriation.	  Much	  has	  also	  been	  learnt	  about	  how	  the	  two	  
youth	  subcultures	  express	  themselves	  spatially	  in	  the	  city	  and	  thus	  accumulating	  a	  series	  of	  
stories	  and	  experiences	  that	  are	  relevant	  to	  describe	  and	  engage	  with	  from	  a	  planning	  
perspective.	  	  
	  
	   2	  
Having	  a	  chance	  to	  negotiate	  implies	  that	  there	  is	  a	  chance	  of	  winning,	  a	  possible	  success.	  It	  
is	  this	  chance	  together	  with	  its	  inherent	  wonders	  that	  keeps	  drawing	  the	  street	  skaters	  and	  
street	  artists	  to	  the	  city.	  What	  this	  study	  seeks	  to	  reveal	  therefore,	  is	  a	  new	  knowledge	  
about	  the	  city	  from	  the	  ground.	  What	  do	  we	  not	  know	  about	  it?	  What	  difference	  does	  it	  
make	  whether	  we	  have	  skaters	  and	  artists	  in	  the	  inner	  city?	  Seeking	  for	  such	  answers	  
encourages	  a	  more	  flexible	  and	  innovative	  approach	  to	  engaging	  with	  the	  city.	  Different	  
people	  read	  the	  city	  differently.	  Different	  people	  also	  experience	  the	  city	  differently.	  
Through	  a	  focus	  on	  two	  groups	  of	  young	  people,	  the	  study	  begins	  to	  explore	  how	  
Johannesburg	  as	  a	  space	  facilitates	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  as	  well	  as	  where	  planners	  and	  
planning	  sits	  in	  that	  discussion.	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
As	  Figure	  1	  summarises,	  the	  study	  seeks	  to	  explore	  the	  relationship	  between	  planning	  and	  
planners;	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  space;	  and	  street	  artists	  and	  skaters	  as	  the	  people	  using	  that	  
space.	  The	  study	  is	  curious	  as	  to	  how	  skaters	  and	  artists	  interact	  with	  space	  in	  the	  city	  for	  
their	  respective	  needs,	  what	  exactly	  those	  needs	  are	  and	  whether	  spaces	  in	  the	  city	  meet	  
those	  needs	  and	  if	  they	  do	  –	  how	  that	  process	  unfolds.	  I	  want	  to	  reveal	  this	  kind	  of	  
knowledge	  so	  that	  in	  the	  end,	  we	  can	  see	  what	  planning	  and	  planners	  can	  learn	  by	  being	  in	  
the	  centre	  of	  this	  equation	  too.	  Therefore	  this	  is	  a	  triad	  where	  planning	  is	  understood	  to	  be	  
one	  the	  one	  side,	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  space	  on	  another	  side,	  and	  the	  street	  artists	  and	  skaters	  
occupying	  the	  other	  side.	  This	  study	  is	  interested	  in	  what	  happens	  in	  the	  middle	  where	  the	  
three	  come	  together	  –	  what	  the	  relationship	  dynamics	  are	  between	  the	  way	  in	  which	  street	  
Johannesburg	  (space)	  
Skaters/artists	  (people)	  Planners/planning	  
Figure	  1	  -­‐	  Core	  argument	  triad:	  people,	  space	  and	  planning/planners	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artists	  and	  skaters	  use	  space	  in	  Johannesburg,	  how	  space	  is	  understood	  from	  a	  planning	  
perspective,	  and	  also	  how	  planners	  understand	  street	  artists	  and	  skaters	  in	  the	  city.	  
A	  large	  part	  of	  this	  venture	  is	  based	  on	  the	  assumption	  that	  planning	  in	  Johannesburg	  is	  
loosely	  in	  touch	  with	  the	  dynamics	  of	  how	  street	  artists	  and	  skaters	  use	  space	  in	  the	  city	  and	  
as	  a	  result	  does	  not	  have	  adequate	  understanding	  of	  the	  two	  youth	  subcultures.	  The	  
research	  question	  therefore	  attempts	  to	  bring	  planning	  closer	  to	  the	  two	  subcultures,	  
looking	  to	  draw	  key	  lessons	  for	  planning	  practice	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
Assumptions	  
• The	  Johannesburg	  urban	  environment	  is	  rapidly	  changing	  
• Planning	  in	  the	  city	  has	  largely	  understood	  change	  in	  physical	  terms	  
• There	  is	  no	  perfect	  balance	  in	  the	  triad	  (appropriation,	  negotiation,	  insurgency)	  
• Planners	  do	  not	  adequately	  understand	  spontaneous	  communities	  and	  how	  they	  
interact	  with	  the	  city	  	  
• At	  times	  when	  planners	  and	  urban	  designers	  intervene,	  that	  is	  when	  they	  disrupt	  
the	  natural	  order	  of	  how	  space	  works	  
• The	  experience	  of	  a	  street	  skater	  is	  different	  to	  that	  of	  a	  street	  artist	  
• At	  the	  same	  time,	  there	  are	  similarities	  in	  experiences	  between	  a	  street	  skater	  and	  a	  
street	  artist.	  It	  is	  those	  similarities	  that	  bring	  the	  two	  distinct	  groups	  together.	  
	  
	  
Who	  and	  what	  are	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists?	  
	  
The	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  a	  group	  of	  young	  people	  who	  are	  looking	  for	  a	  place	  to	  be.	  
They	  are	  looking	  for	  a	  place	  where	  they	  can	  express	  their	  individuality	  and	  creativity	  without	  
necessarily	  looking	  for	  an	  audience.	  Their	  audience	  builds	  up	  autonomously	  as	  it	  begins	  to	  
note	  the	  presence	  of	  these	  two	  groups	  of	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city.	  In	  such	  an	  incredibly	  busy	  
and	  fast	  paced	  city	  as	  Johannesburg,	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  are	  the	  perfect	  tools	  to	  use	  
to	  ensure	  that	  as	  young	  people,	  they	  remain	  a	  part	  of	  the	  city	  even	  amidst	  the	  changes	  it	  
goes	  through.	  
	  
For	  the	  purposes	  of	  this	  study,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  understood	  to	  bring	  to	  the	  city	  a	  
breath	  of	  fresh	  air,	  a	  visual	  spectacle	  that	  has	  a	  direct	  influence	  in	  how	  we	  experience	  the	  
inner	  city.	  As	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  are	  highly	  spotantenous	  acts,	  that	  sole	  feature	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makes	  them	  interesting	  and	  relevant	  for	  planning	  to	  study	  as	  they	  grasp	  the	  city	  in	  a	  
completely	  different	  way	  and	  use	  it	  in	  a	  unique	  manner.	  As	  one	  walks	  in	  through	  the	  city,	  he	  
or	  she	  suddenly	  has	  something	  to	  look	  at	  –	  something	  that	  will	  define	  their	  experience	  of	  
the	  city	  on	  that	  day.	  Beyond	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  a	  group	  of	  young	  people	  
looking	  for	  a	  place	  to	  be,	  they	  are	  also	  active	  agents	  of	  change	  at	  least	  in	  the	  way	  we	  
experience	  the	  city.	  
	  
It	  is	  my	  intention	  throughout	  this	  study	  to	  discover	  what	  it	  is	  they	  find	  special	  about	  the	  city,	  
how	  they	  identify	  with	  it	  and	  why	  other	  environments	  outside	  the	  inner	  city	  are	  less	  
favoured	  (assuming	  that	  they	  are).	  More	  than	  anything	  therefore,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  
real	  people	  with	  real	  stories,	  hopes	  and	  dreams	  and	  they	  are	  looking	  for	  the	  perfect	  key	  to	  
unlock	  those	  aspirations.	  My	  assumption	  is	  that	  the	  inner	  city	  is	  that	  key.	  
	  
Finally,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  fearless	  explorers	  of	  the	  city.	  While	  we	  mostly	  talk	  about	  
the	  city	  and	  critique	  it	  from	  a	  distance	  listing	  all	  its	  negatives,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  out	  
there	  experiencing	  the	  city.	  They	  have	  found	  a	  way	  of	  being	  a	  part	  of	  it	  and	  now	  embrace	  
the	  city	  with	  its	  flaws	  because	  they	  have	  recognised	  that	  it	  is	  their	  city	  too.	  Hence	  they	  
interact	  with	  it	  by	  painting	  its	  walls	  and	  skating	  its	  sidewalks	  with	  boldness	  and	  strong	  
conviction	  that	  nothing	  they	  cannot	  handle	  will	  befall	  them.	  This	  is	  why	  I	  am	  convinced	  that	  
planners	  and	  planning	  can	  unquestionably	  learn	  something	  by	  talking	  to	  these	  two	  groups	  of	  
young	  people;	  not	  because	  we	  have	  plans	  waiting	  for	  implementation	  but	  because	  their	  
fearless	  attitude	  towards	  the	  city	  inspires	  as	  planners	  to	  also	  be	  curious	  about	  the	  city.	  
	  
	  
Relevance	  of	  the	  study	  to	  the	  planning	  fraternity	  
	  
The	  study	  is	  an	  attempt	  to	  alert	  planners	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  urban	  change	  takes	  place	  in	  varied	  
forms	  in	  Johannesburg	  and	  that	  to	  pursue	  a	  fixed	  and	  narrow	  conception	  of	  that	  change	  
hampers	  progress	  towards	  a	  broader	  and	  holistic	  understanding	  of	  the	  city.	  In	  that	  sense	  
therefore,	  the	  study	  seeks	  to	  challenge	  a	  broad-­‐scale	  and	  top-­‐down	  understanding	  of	  the	  
city	  and	  how	  it	  changes	  by	  engaging	  with	  street	  artists	  and	  skaters	  in	  the	  inner	  city.	  By	  so	  
doing,	  the	  study	  contributes	  to	  the	  sharpening	  of	  planning	  practice	  in	  the	  city	  by	  building	  up	  
a	  critique	  of	  the	  city	  itself	  from	  the	  ground.	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The	  study	  is	  also	  intended	  to	  encourage	  planners	  to	  draw	  inspiration	  from	  the	  spontaneous	  
aspects	  of	  the	  city	  by	  meaningfully	  engaging	  with	  and	  starting	  a	  dialogue	  with	  them,	  this	  
done	  as	  a	  way	  of	  being	  in	  touch	  with	  all	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  and	  seeking	  value	  out	  of	  the	  
mundane.	  	  By	  drawing	  to	  the	  fore	  this	  kind	  of	  knowledge	  in	  the	  planning	  fraternity,	  the	  
study	  contributes	  to	  a	  more	  rigorous	  understanding	  of	  the	  city.	  	  
	  
As	  much	  as	  planning	  needs	  to	  be	  proactive	  and	  anticipate	  change	  always,	  the	  manner	  in	  
which	  this	  is	  done	  often	  limits	  opportunities	  for	  new	  discoveries	  about	  the	  city.	  This	  study	  
alludes	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  although	  planning	  being	  responsible	  for	  addressing	  change	  in	  the	  city	  
(Garner,	  2011),	  planners	  need	  not	  assume	  they	  have	  monopoly	  over	  knowledge	  about	  the	  
city	  as	  this	  thinking	  leads	  to	  other	  real	  experiences	  of	  the	  city	  being	  ignored.	  As	  Rakodi	  
(1993)	  has	  suggested,	  planners	  do	  not	  always	  have	  a	  complete	  picture	  of	  how	  the	  
marginalised	  in	  cities	  live.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  the	  study	  presents	  itself	  as	  a	  platform	  on	  which	  a	  new	  discourse	  may	  unfold	  
between	  planners,	  politicians	  and	  built	  environment	  practitioners	  to	  talk	  about	  the	  place	  of	  
young	  people	  in	  Johannesburg	  and	  to	  ask	  whether	  we	  understand	  this	  group	  well	  enough	  to	  
adequately	  respond	  to	  their	  needs	  even	  beyond	  the	  issue	  of	  space.	  	  
	  
Most	  importantly,	  the	  study	  underlines	  the	  fact	  that	  access	  to	  public	  space	  is	  still	  a	  battle	  for	  
less	  mainstream	  groups	  of	  young	  people	  and	  that	  the	  first	  step	  towards	  resolving	  this	  should	  
be	  an	  enhanced	  understanding	  of	  those	  groups	  in	  question	  –	  their	  needs,	  identities	  and	  so	  
forth	  before	  the	  physical	  aspects	  of	  those	  spaces	  are	  altered.	  Hence	  the	  biggest	  question	  
this	  study	  poses	  for	  planners	  and	  planning	  is:	  how	  do	  we	  understand	  young	  people	  in	  our	  
cities?	  	  
	  
	  
Research	  question	  
	  
How	  and	  why	  have	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  appropriated	  space	  in	  the	  city?	  
	  
The	  question	  sets	  out	  to	  highlight	  and	  describe	  the	  process	  of	  appropriation	  –	  as	  
encapsulated	  by	  the	  “how”.	  In	  the	  study	  I	  look	  for	  reasons	  as	  they	  appear	  as	  well	  as	  reasons	  
by	  the	  street	  artists	  and	  skaters	  –	  as	  captured	  by	  the	  “why”	  in	  the	  question.	  Between	  the	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“why”	  and	  the	  “how”,	  I	  argue	  that	  a	  precise	  image	  of	  what	  street	  skating	  and	  painting	  on	  the	  
margins	  of	  the	  city	  is	  like	  can	  be	  attained.	  The	  research	  question	  does	  not	  probe	  into	  how,	  
for	  example,	  urban	  design	  can	  “improve”	  those	  spaces	  that	  skaters	  and	  artists	  appropriate.	  
It	  is	  rather	  interested	  in	  the	  decisions	  they	  make	  in	  public	  space	  and	  the	  driving	  forces	  
behind	  those	  decisions.	  The	  question	  assumes	  that	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  know	  something	  
that	  planners	  do	  not	  know	  about	  the	  appropriated	  spaces	  and	  is	  thus	  designed	  to	  
accentuate	  that	  knowledge.	  
	  
The	  following	  sub-­‐questions	  aim	  at	  straightening	  the	  direction	  of	  the	  study:	  
-­‐ How	  do	  young	  people	  claim	  the	  city?	  
-­‐ What	  does	  the	  city	  and	  public	  space	  give	  them?	  
-­‐ What	  is	  meant	  by	  appropriation	  and	  how	  is	  space	  made	  insurgent?	  
-­‐ How	  is	  space	  negotiated?	  
	  
The	  core	  ideas:	  appropriation,	  negotiation,	  and	  insurgency	  
It	  is	  important	  that	  the	  three	  key	  ideas	  in	  the	  study	  are	  explained	  as	  they	  have	  significant	  
differences	  but	  all	  attempt	  to	  interrogate	  the	  idea	  of	  space	  from	  different	  angles.	  
	  
• Appropriation	  
Appropriation	  suggests	  taking	  over	  or	  occupying	  a	  space	  without	  asking	  for	  permission.	  In	  
some	  cases	  the	  appropriators	  are	  aware	  that	  there	  is	  a	  controlling	  body	  where	  they	  can	  get	  
permission	  from	  and	  in	  other	  cases	  it	  is	  a	  gamble	  to	  see	  what	  will	  happen.	  Part	  of	  the	  reason	  
why	  they	  appropriators	  do	  not	  ask	  for	  permission	  in	  the	  first	  place	  is	  that	  their	  activities	  are	  
fleeting	  –	  they	  do	  not	  dwell	  in	  the	  same	  place	  for	  extended	  periods	  of	  time.	  Not	  asking	  for	  
permission	  is	  part	  of	  the	  experience.	  Hence	  those	  appropriating	  the	  space	  are	  aware	  that	  
they	  may	  be	  asked	  to	  vacate	  that	  space	  at	  any	  moment.	  As	  Tyrone,	  one	  of	  the	  street	  skaters	  
has	  stated,	  “do	  not	  get	  attached	  to	  the	  space”.	  Appropriation	  therefore	  has	  a	  strong	  
temporal	  element	  in	  it.	  A	  space	  is	  only	  appropriated	  for	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  time	  and	  so	  the	  
appropriators	  seek	  to	  capitalise	  as	  quickly	  as	  possible	  on	  what	  that	  space	  has	  to	  offer.	  
	  
Appropriation	  also	  means	  that	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  have	  found	  a	  way	  of	  accessing	  and	  
interacting	  with	  space	  even	  under	  the	  strictest	  of	  circumstances.	  Appropriation	  means	  that	  
they	  are	  trying	  all	  they	  can	  to	  remain	  in	  the	  city	  –	  even	  if	  it	  means	  constantly	  testing	  out	  the	  
forces	  that	  operate	  in	  the	  spaces	  they	  seek	  to	  appropriate.	  Therefore	  appropriation,	  in	  many	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respects,	  is	  an	  act	  of	  defiance	  because	  it	  implies	  that	  there	  is	  something	  that	  keeps	  chasing	  
the	  actors	  out	  of	  given	  spaces	  but	  the	  actors	  keep	  coming	  back	  despite	  that	  fact.	  To	  the	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  therefore,	  appropriation	  of	  space	  is	  part	  of	  the	  energy	  and	  being	  in	  the	  
inner	  city	  as	  young	  people.	  Moreover,	  appropriation	  at	  times	  leads	  to	  negotiation,	  for	  
instance	  if	  a	  security	  guard	  approaches	  the	  skaters	  or	  artists	  in	  the	  appropriated	  space	  and	  
instead	  of	  dismissing	  them,	  opens	  himself	  for	  negotiation.	  
	  
• Negotiation	  
The	  key	  difference	  between	  negotiation	  and	  appropriation	  is	  that	  the	  former	  acknowledges	  
that	  there	  is	  a	  form	  of	  authority	  in	  space	  and	  in	  trying	  to	  utilise	  that	  space	  the	  actors	  first	  
need	  to	  talk	  to	  the	  authority.	  The	  latter	  does	  not	  explicitly	  acknowledge	  the	  form	  of	  
authority	  on	  the	  other	  side.	  The	  artists	  and	  skaters	  mostly	  initiate	  the	  process	  of	  negotiation	  
as	  an	  attempt	  to	  find	  a	  space	  where	  they	  can	  perform	  their	  respective	  activities	  in	  the	  city.	  
The	  act	  of	  negotiation	  is	  a	  very	  humble	  act	  in	  a	  sense	  that	  both	  parties	  are	  granted	  an	  
opportunity	  to	  state	  their	  case	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  come	  to	  an	  understanding.	  Hence	  there	  is	  a	  
degree	  of	  listening,	  which	  is	  a	  suggestion	  of	  tolerance	  from	  both	  sides.	  However,	  the	  
motives	  of	  the	  form	  of	  authority	  for	  allowing	  the	  skaters	  or	  artists	  to	  use	  a	  certain	  space	  is	  
not	  always	  known	  but	  from	  this	  study,	  it	  emerged	  that	  it	  was	  always	  to	  extract	  money	  from	  
the	  skaters	  and	  artists.	  
	  
Hence	  as	  peaceful	  as	  the	  process	  of	  negotiation	  may	  be,	  it	  often	  raises	  questions	  into	  the	  
legality	  or	  illegality	  of	  that	  process	  because	  the	  authority	  is	  accepting	  a	  bribe	  from	  the	  
skaters	  or	  artists.	  Once	  the	  security	  guard	  allows	  an	  opportunity	  for	  negotiation,	  the	  skaters	  
and	  artists	  are	  likely	  to	  succeed	  in	  that	  negotiation.	  A	  process	  of	  negotiation	  will	  hardly	  work	  
out	  against	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  because	  if	  the	  security	  guard	  knew	  in	  his	  or	  her	  mind	  that	  
he	  would	  not	  let	  them	  skate	  or	  paint,	  he	  would	  not	  even	  grant	  them	  an	  opportunity	  to	  
negotiate	  with	  him	  or	  her.	  An	  opportunity	  to	  negotiate	  therefore	  is	  a	  chance	  for	  the	  security	  
guard	  to	  get	  something	  in	  return	  for	  the	  presence	  of	  skaters	  or	  artists	  in	  a	  given	  space.	  
	  
• Insurgency	  
Insurgency	  is	  a	  greater	  form	  of	  defiance.	  This	  defiance	  may	  emerge	  when	  a	  process	  of	  
negotiation	  initiated	  by	  the	  skaters	  or	  artists,	  for	  example,	  does	  not	  work	  out	  in	  their	  favour.	  
In	  that	  instance,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  may	  decide	  to	  come	  back	  at	  a	  time	  when	  the	  security	  
guard	  is	  not	  present	  and	  express	  themselves	  in	  a	  way	  that	  would	  make	  it	  clear	  to	  the	  guard	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that	  they	  were	  there	  when	  he	  or	  she	  was	  not.	  Therefore	  insurgency	  is	  also	  an	  extreme	  form	  
of	  appropriation.	  The	  key	  difference	  is	  that	  insurgency	  is	  not	  just	  about	  seeking	  a	  space	  to	  
engage	  in	  skating	  or	  painting,	  but	  it	  is	  done	  with	  an	  ideology	  of	  rebellion;	  as	  though	  they	  
would	  be	  sending	  a	  message	  to	  someone.	  Insurgency	  is	  therefore	  an	  active	  revolt	  against	  an	  
established	  order.	  
	  
Insurgency	  comes	  in	  two	  forms:	  the	  identity	  of	  the	  actors	  or	  the	  activities.	  An	  insurgent	  
identity	  is	  always	  related	  to	  a	  particular	  activity	  although	  at	  that	  time	  the	  activity	  might	  not	  
be	  taking	  place.	  Hence	  an	  insurgent	  identity	  is	  a	  remnant	  or	  representative	  of	  something	  
that	  has	  happened	  or	  happens	  often	  started	  by	  a	  certain	  social	  group.	  Thus	  the	  insurgent	  
identity	  exists	  because	  of	  an	  insurgent	  activity.	  If	  skateboarders	  and	  artists	  continually	  
appropriate	  space	  in	  the	  city,	  they	  may	  begin	  to	  be	  considered	  insurgent	  because	  they	  insist	  
on	  always	  coming	  back,	  suggesting	  they	  do	  not	  entirely	  consider	  authority	  as	  something	  that	  
could	  stop	  them	  from	  achieving	  what	  they	  set	  out	  to	  achieve.	  
	  
Figure	  2	  -­‐	  Relationship	  between	  the	  three	  key	  concepts	  	  
A	  linear	  relationship	  exists	  between	  the	  three	  concepts.	  Appropriation	  leads	  to	  negotiation	  
(on	  condition	  that	  a	  body	  of	  authority	  intervenes),	  and	  in	  some	  cases	  if	  that	  negotiation	  
does	  not	  go	  in	  the	  favour	  of	  the	  artists	  and	  skaters	  –	  insurgency	  occurs,	  which	  is	  a	  clear	  
demonstration	  of	  resistance.	  If	  at	  the	  stage	  of	  negotiation	  the	  artists	  and	  become	  successful,	  
chances	  of	  insurgency	  occurring	  are	  minimised	  –	  if	  it	  ends	  up	  occurring	  at	  all.	  Therefore	  
insurgency	  can	  float	  on	  its	  own,	  it	  does	  not	  always	  rely	  on	  the	  other	  two	  situations	  to	  occur	  
before	  it	  does.	  In	  some	  instances	  insurgency	  will	  take	  place	  unexpectedly	  before	  even	  
negotiation	  has	  taken	  place.	  This	  dynamic	  relationship	  demonstrates	  the	  spontaneous	  
nature	  of	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  in	  Johannesburg;	  there	  are	  no	  set	  rules	  and	  their	  presence	  as	  
well	  as	  movement	  in	  the	  city	  is	  very	  unpredictable.	  
Appropriation	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Why	  is	  this	  studied?	  
	  
Public	  space	  has	  played	  an	  important	  role	  in	  young	  people’s	  lives	  in	  cities	  across	  the	  world.	  
This	  is	  where	  individual	  and	  group	  identities	  develop	  (Relph,	  1976),	  a	  place	  where	  various	  
youth	  cultures	  and	  subcultures	  evolve.	  Yet	  young	  people	  have	  been	  continuously	  
marginalised	  from	  public	  spaces	  (Atkinson	  and	  Flint,	  2001).	  From	  the	  global	  South	  to	  the	  
North,	  the	  fight	  for	  the	  right	  to	  be	  in	  public	  space	  has	  grown	  more	  intense	  and	  has	  received	  
attention	  from	  various	  theorists	  in	  the	  urban	  planning	  field	  as	  underlined	  above.	  Due	  to	  the	  
marginalisation	  of	  young	  people	  from	  public	  spaces,	  some	  cultural	  forms	  of	  expression	  (such	  
as	  street	  art	  and	  street	  skating)	  are	  seen	  “as	  an	  effort	  by	  marginalised	  and	  powerless	  young	  
people	  to	  inscribe	  their	  living	  space	  with	  meaning	  against	  high	  odds,	  also	  in	  response	  to	  
brutal	  and	  destructive	  processes	  of	  neighbourhood	  decline,	  unemployment,	  crime	  and	  so	  
forth”	  (Breitbart,	  1998:	  306).	  	  In	  Johannesburg,	  young	  people	  have	  increasingly	  made	  their	  
marks	  in	  public	  spaces	  everyday	  through	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art.	  	  
	  
The	  place	  of	  young	  people	  in	  a	  rapidly	  changing	  urban	  environment	  has	  not	  been	  adequately	  
explored	  and	  dealt	  with	  in	  such	  a	  way	  that	  planning	  learns	  something	  from	  such	  
explorations.	  Street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  grew	  favourable	  as	  when	  the	  two	  occur,	  a	  
dialogue	  amongst	  people	  is	  started:	  passers-­‐by,	  city	  authorities,	  the	  police,	  politicians	  and	  
planners.	  Skating	  and	  street	  art	  are	  reasonably	  unusual	  activities	  and	  they	  attract	  attention	  
thus	  sparking	  a	  sense	  of	  wonder	  in	  the	  observer’s	  mind.	  They	  evoke	  two	  extreme	  reactions:	  
positive	  reactions	  from	  those	  who	  like	  skating	  such	  as	  the	  skaters	  themselves	  and	  other	  
members	  of	  society	  that	  do	  not	  have	  a	  problem	  with	  it,	  and	  they	  also	  attract	  the	  attention	  of	  
those	  that	  do	  not	  like	  skating	  and	  street	  art.	  
	  
Either	  way,	  the	  two	  activities	  are	  able	  to	  initiate	  a	  conversation	  in	  society.	  It	  is	  due	  to	  this	  
potential	  of	  skating	  and	  art	  that	  the	  two	  subcultures	  stood	  out.	  Street	  art	  and	  street	  skating	  
are	  located	  in	  public	  space	  (Kenaan,	  2011	  and	  Borden,	  2002).	  Public	  space	  is	  thus	  a	  common	  
denominator	  between	  the	  two	  and	  another	  reason	  why	  the	  two	  are	  studied	  together	  here.	  
The	  central	  question	  posed	  in	  this	  study	  (as	  outlined	  above)	  further	  implies	  that	  the	  
question	  itself	  has	  a	  real	  story	  to	  investigate	  in	  public	  space	  and	  upon	  investigation,	  findings	  
can	  be	  expected	  to	  encourage	  a	  further	  debate	  based	  on	  the	  new	  knowledge	  revealed.	  
	  
Over	  and	  above	  the	  crucial	  role	  that	  public	  space	  plays	  in	  the	  lives	  of	  young	  people,	  
development	  trends	  in	  the	  city	  have	  tended	  to	  place	  less	  emphasis	  on	  public	  space	  and	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when	  it	  does,	  some	  spaces	  become	  commercialised	  and	  heavily	  regulated	  through	  City	  
Improvement	  District	  (CID)	  guards.	  Thus	  there	  has	  been	  huge	  emphasis	  on	  exciting	  
developments	  in	  the	  inner	  city	  of	  Johannesburg	  and	  precincts	  around	  it	  including	  Newtown.	  
While	  the	  plans	  are	  bold,	  such	  as	  ideas	  of	  decking	  over	  the	  railway	  lines,	  the	  construction	  of	  
the	  Mandela	  Bridge	  and	  so	  forth	  the	  focus,	  it	  may	  be	  argued,	  has	  been	  quite	  narrowly	  been	  
on	  ‘culture	  led	  regeneration’	  (Garner,	  2011).	  There	  are	  other	  more	  nuanced	  and	  subtle	  
changes	  taking	  place	  often	  overlooked	  when	  large-­‐scale	  JDA	  (Johannesburg	  Development	  
Agency)	  schemes	  (in	  partnership	  with	  Gauteng	  Province’s	  Blue	  IQ)	  are	  being	  envisaged.	  The	  
emphasis,	  for	  example,	  has	  been	  generated	  within	  an	  ideology	  of	  neo	  liberal	  city	  economics	  
underlined	  by	  the	  emphasis	  on	  improvement	  of	  links	  with	  the	  (wealthy)	  north	  of	  the	  city	  
through	  the	  building	  of	  the	  bridge,	  to	  social	  housing	  as	  part	  of	  getting	  people	  to	  live	  in	  the	  
inner	  city	  satisfying	  a	  political	  objective	  to	  large	  scale	  events	  and	  museums	  which,	  while	  
important,	  have	  been	  very	  specifically	  aimed.	  In	  such	  a	  context	  therefore,	  the	  study	  finds	  
relevant	  as	  well	  as	  a	  true	  reflection	  of	  the	  vibrancy	  and	  energy	  of	  the	  city,	  the	  smaller	  and	  
spontaneous	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  such	  as	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art.	  	  
	  
Lastly,	  photography	  and	  visual	  arts	  are	  interests	  of	  mine.	  Hence	  this	  has	  also	  motivated	  me	  
to	  choose	  the	  kinds	  of	  methods	  I	  have	  adopted	  in	  my	  quest	  to	  understand	  how	  young	  
people	  appropriate	  public	  space.	  My	  interest	  in	  urban	  photography	  and	  youth	  cultures	  in	  
the	  city	  thus	  gave	  me	  a	  subject	  to	  study	  as	  well	  as	  a	  tool	  to	  use	  in	  that	  process.	  This	  study	  is	  
an	  opportunity	  to	  stretch	  out	  and	  test	  the	  utility	  of	  the	  autophotography	  to	  planning,	  
encourage	  planners	  to	  not	  only	  think	  creatively	  about	  the	  city	  but	  also	  explore	  methods	  of	  
the	  same	  nature	  in	  their	  query.	  In	  summary,	  the	  study	  aims	  to:	  
-­‐ Draw	  issues	  and	  experiences	  of	  young	  people	  in	  the	  urban	  environment	  to	  the	  
fore	  	  
-­‐ To	  change	  popular	  perceptions	  about	  urban	  youth	  and	  highlight	  their	  agency	  
-­‐ To	  understand	  how	  young	  people	  interact	  with	  the	  city,	  the	  tools	  they	  use	  and	  
the	  role	  public	  space	  plays	  in	  that	  process	  
-­‐ To	  encourage	  a	  less	  paternalistic	  understanding	  of	  the	  city	  and	  indeed	  argue	  
that	  urban	  change	  needs	  to	  be	  understood	  in	  a	  broad	  sense	  that	  encompasses	  
bottom	  up	  initiatives	  that	  contribute	  to	  that	  change	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How	  is	  this	  studied?	  
	  
The	  study	  adopts	  two	  central	  methodologies:	  autophotography	  and	  video.	  Autophotography	  
is	  a	  visual	  method	  in	  which	  the	  participants	  use	  disposable	  cameras	  to	  take	  pictures	  in	  
answering	  a	  set	  of	  given	  questions.	  It	  is	  a	  qualitative	  method	  that	  requires	  an	  enhanced	  level	  
of	  dedication	  from	  the	  researcher	  as	  the	  method	  has	  no	  set	  formula	  to	  follow.	  After	  the	  
photographs	  are	  taken	  and	  developed,	  photo-­‐interviews	  follow.	  These	  are	  individual	  
sessions	  where	  the	  participants	  can	  elaborate	  on	  each	  of	  the	  photographs	  they	  have	  taken	  
as	  it	  would	  be	  impossible	  for	  me	  to	  draw	  from	  a	  still	  picture	  the	  thoughts	  and	  ideas	  behind	  
each	  photograph.	  These	  sessions	  also	  ensure	  that	  unsupported	  assumptions	  are	  not	  made	  
but	  all	  findings	  are	  true	  as	  communicated	  by	  the	  participant.	  
	  
The	  second	  method	  –	  video,	  is	  adopted	  chiefly	  as	  an	  analytical	  tool	  and	  as	  a	  way	  of	  ensuring	  
that	  all	  aspects	  of	  the	  discussions	  held	  with	  participants	  are	  noted.	  As	  they	  reflect	  on	  the	  
spaces	  they	  have	  photographed,	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  monitor	  their	  body	  language,	  facial	  
expressions	  as	  well	  as	  the	  kind	  of	  oral	  language	  they	  use.	  Not	  only	  would	  this	  attention	  to	  
the	  minute	  details	  reveal	  more	  about	  their	  relationships	  to	  spaces,	  it	  would	  also	  begin	  to	  
speak	  of	  their	  identities	  as	  well.	  Through	  the	  use	  of	  video	  to	  record	  the	  photo-­‐interviews,	  I	  
am	  ensuring	  that	  I	  can	  “revisit”	  the	  moment	  as	  I	  analyse	  the	  data	  at	  a	  later	  stage.	  This	  
approach	  yields	  better	  and	  more	  informed	  results	  as	  compared	  to	  audio	  recording	  as	  it	  
records	  two	  aspects	  central	  to	  any	  form	  of	  communication	  –	  the	  visual	  and	  the	  oral.	  Through	  
this	  approach,	  a	  more	  complete	  picture	  can	  be	  captured.	  Through	  the	  use	  of	  video	  too,	  I	  am	  
beginning	  to	  collect	  real	  stories	  about	  real	  spaces	  (Pile,	  2002)	  in	  the	  city.	  Telling	  these	  stories	  
in	  such	  a	  way	  that	  they	  are	  relevant	  to	  a	  broader	  audience	  even	  beyond	  the	  academic	  arena	  
is	  a	  goal	  of	  this	  study.	  Politicians	  need	  to	  be	  able	  to	  see	  and	  understand	  such	  things,	  civil	  
society,	  business	  and	  so	  forth.	  
	  
In	  analysing	  the	  data,	  two	  methods	  are	  combined	  to	  make	  sense	  of	  the	  findings	  from	  two	  
different	  but	  equally	  valuable	  perspectives.	  The	  hybrid	  method	  consists	  of	  
ethnomethodology	  and	  content	  analysis	  where	  the	  former	  is	  a	  qualitative	  and	  the	  latter	  a	  
primarily	  quantitative	  method.	  While	  content	  analysis	  is	  very	  helpful	  in	  monitoring	  key	  
trends	  in	  the	  findings	  (Ball	  and	  Smith,	  1992)	  such	  as	  the	  biggest	  topic	  of	  discussion	  and	  the	  
most	  photographed	  places,	  ethnomethodology	  fills	  in	  the	  gaps	  by	  emphasising	  the	  
experience	  of	  the	  user	  in	  those	  spaces	  (Francis	  and	  Hester,	  2004).	  With	  this	  approach,	  the	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study	  thus	  compiles	  rich	  and	  reflective	  data	  that	  sheds	  light	  into	  the	  youth-­‐space	  
relationship.	  This	  technique	  of	  analysis	  is	  expanded	  upon	  further	  in	  chapter	  three.	  
	  
Where	  is	  this	  studied?	  
	  
Initially,	  the	  study	  was	  based	  in	  Newtown	  –	  the	  cultural	  precinct	  of	  Johannesburg	  (Figure	  3).	  
Newtown	  has	  been	  one	  of	  the	  precincts	  in	  the	  city	  where	  major	  regeneration	  projects	  have	  
been	  concentrated	  (Garner,	  2011).	  Hence	  it	  would	  be	  interesting	  to	  note	  the	  contrast	  and	  
dynamics	  in	  how	  the	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  play	  out	  in	  claiming	  public	  space	  in	  the	  area.	  
However	  as	  the	  study	  progressed,	  it	  was	  discovered	  that	  both	  skaters	  and	  artists	  only	  use	  
Newtown	  as	  a	  space	  of	  “reference”	  from	  which	  their	  respective	  activities	  spread	  out	  into	  the	  
rest	  of	  the	  inner	  city.	  Hence	  the	  study	  shifted	  from	  emphasising	  Newtown	  to	  emphasising	  
the	  participants	  themselves	  as	  they	  lead	  me	  to	  discover	  other	  spaces	  they	  use	  beyond	  
Newtown	  into	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  city.	  Chapter	  three	  sheds	  more	  light	  on	  this	  discussion.	  
	  
	  
Figure	  3	  -­‐	  Newtown	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  Johannesburg	  inner	  city	  (Google	  Images,	  2012)	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Structure	  of	  report	  	  
	  
The	  study	  comprises	  of	  six	  chapters,	  commencing	  with	  an	  introduction	  of	  the	  study:	  its	  aims	  
and	  objectives,	  its	  relevance	  to	  the	  planning	  field,	  the	  participants	  of	  the	  study	  as	  well	  as	  the	  
methods	  adopted.	  Chapter	  two	  lays	  a	  theoretical	  foundation	  of	  the	  study	  and	  expands	  on	  
the	  concepts	  introduced	  in	  chapter	  one.	  Chapter	  three	  develops	  on	  the	  methodological	  
aspects	  of	  the	  study	  from	  the	  pre-­‐fieldwork	  stage,	  through	  fieldwork	  and	  proceeding	  into	  
the	  post-­‐fieldwork	  stage.	  Chapter	  four	  introduces	  the	  seven	  participants	  and	  underlines	  
their	  key	  perceptions	  of	  Johannesburg	  as	  their	  city.	  By	  highlighting	  these	  perceptions	  we	  
begin	  to	  see	  how	  each	  of	  the	  participants	  relates	  to	  the	  city	  and	  what	  sort	  of	  expectations	  
they	  have	  of	  spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  Chapter	  five	  draws	  on	  the	  findings	  and	  analyses	  the	  data	  
collected	  using	  the	  conceptual	  framework	  outlined	  in	  chapter	  two.	  Finally,	  chapter	  six	  
discusses	  the	  key	  lessons	  that	  planners	  should	  draw	  from	  this	  study.	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Without	  leaving	  the	  place	  where	  he	  has	  no	  choice	  but	  to	  live	  and	  which	  lays	  down	  its	  laws	  
for	  him,	  he	  establishes	  within	  it	  a	  degree	  of	  plurality	  and	  creativity.	  By	  an	  art	  of	  being	  in	  
between,	  he	  draws	  unexpected	  results	  from	  his	  situation.	  
	  -­‐	  Michel	  De	  Certeau	  	  
Introduction	  
	  
The	  following	  chapter	  sets	  out	  to	  theoretically	  fortify	  the	  research	  question	  as	  outlined	  in	  
chapter	  one.	  Through	  a	  deep	  and	  insightful	  engagement	  with	  relevant	  literature,	  the	  chapter	  
outlines	  and	  analyses	  the	  key	  themes	  that	  act	  as	  the	  roots	  of	  this	  study.	  The	  central	  themes	  
of	  the	  chapter	  are:	  youth,	  insurgency,	  appropriation	  and	  negotiation	  of	  space.	  These	  themes	  
are	  designed	  to	  provide	  a	  vivid	  picture	  of	  who	  the	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  from	  a	  
theoretical	  perspective;	  and	  how	  they	  are	  understood	  or	  misunderstood	  by	  planning	  and	  
planners;	  and	  how	  literature	  can	  assist	  us	  better	  understand	  the	  spaces	  these	  two	  groups	  of	  
youth	  interact	  with.	  By	  reference	  to	  “youth”	  the	  study	  does	  not	  try	  to	  homogenise	  this	  
complex	  group.	  Instead,	  I	  try	  to	  underline	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  fall	  under	  a	  
bigger	  umbrella	  –	  youth.	  I	  also	  demonstrate	  the	  fact	  that	  “youth”	  in	  general	  are	  faced	  with	  
particular	  urban	  issues	  already	  before	  those	  issues	  are	  narrowed	  down	  to	  skaters	  and	  
artists.	  By	  the	  end	  of	  this	  chapter,	  it	  should	  be	  clear	  how	  the	  debates	  around	  the	  
abovementioned	  themes	  have	  shaped	  the	  research	  question,	  laying	  a	  foundation	  for	  the	  
subsequent	  chapters	  to	  follow.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  chapter,	  a	  conceptual	  framework	  is	  
devised,	  which	  has	  informed	  the	  autophotography	  questions	  that	  the	  participants	  had	  to	  
answer.	  This	  framework	  also	  assisted	  in	  the	  analysis	  phase	  of	  the	  study.	  
	  
Youth	  	  
Youth	  in	  the	  city	  
According	  to	  Hansen	  (2008),	  young	  people	  form	  a	  considerable	  portion	  of	  the	  overall	  
population,	  especially	  in	  cities	  of	  the	  South.	  Their	  presence	  in	  cities	  is	  highly	  visible	  and	  thus	  
making	  them	  active	  participants	  in	  everyday	  operations	  in	  the	  city.	  In	  those	  everyday	  
circumstances,	  young	  people	  are	  faced	  with	  their	  own	  challenges	  such	  as	  issues	  of	  identity,	  
peer	  pressure	  and	  belonging.	  As	  Hansen	  (2008)	  argues,	  young	  people	  are	  often	  put	  under	  
pressure	  to	  meet	  other	  people’s	  expectations	  of	  them	  before	  they	  follow	  their	  own	  desires.	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Their	  lives	  in	  the	  city	  are	  characterised	  by	  both	  freedom	  and	  constraints	  as	  they	  do	  this	  –	  
and	  any	  opportunity	  to	  be	  themselves	  and	  free	  from	  any	  pressure,	  they	  embrace.	  Arguably,	  
such	  freedom	  rests	  in	  public	  space	  and	  its	  ability	  to	  support	  young	  people’s	  desires	  in	  the	  
city.	  Therefore	  freedom	  and	  constraints,	  inclusion	  and	  exclusion	  are	  at	  the	  heart	  of	  young	  
people’s	  experience	  of	  the	  city	  (ibid).	  
	  
Young	  people’s	  experiences	  in	  the	  city	  are	  heavily	  influenced	  by	  what	  they	  can	  and	  cannot	  
do;	  spaces	  they	  can	  or	  cannot	  access.	  Such	  binaries	  and	  boundaries	  for	  young	  people	  have	  
resulted	  in	  the	  emergence	  of	  youth	  cultures	  and	  spatial	  patterns	  that	  allow	  them	  to	  
negotiate	  their	  own	  place	  in	  the	  city	  in	  order	  to	  express	  themselves	  as	  they	  wish.	  Hansen	  
(2008:	  13)	  further	  argues	  that	  “cities	  are	  not	  just	  built	  environments	  of	  physical	  structures,	  
they	  are	  also	  products	  of	  people’s	  imagination”.	  We	  imagine	  the	  perfect	  environments	  in	  
our	  cities	  and	  pursue	  those,	  shaping	  them	  according	  to	  our	  needs	  as	  we	  proceed.	  This	  is	  how	  
insurgent	  activities	  often	  result.	  Therefore	  the	  environments	  we	  seek	  to	  create	  are	  tied	  very	  
closely	  to	  the	  options	  we	  have	  available	  in	  the	  city	  and	  as	  young	  people,	  such	  options	  are	  
often	  limited.	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  key	  issues	  when	  discussing	  “youth”	  is	  that	  this	  social	  group	  is	  defined	  in	  various	  
ways.	  Understandings	  of	  youth	  vary	  across	  continents	  and	  countries	  of	  the	  world.	  In	  the	  
West,	  it	  is	  understood	  mostly	  as	  a	  stage	  –	  on	  the	  way	  to	  becoming	  something,	  an	  adult	  
(Hansen,	  2008).	  In	  relatively	  poorer	  countries,	  a	  definition	  of	  youth	  focuses	  on	  social	  
responsibilities.	  Some	  young	  people	  carry	  the	  most	  responsibilities	  in	  their	  households,	  such	  
as	  providing	  for	  the	  family,	  especially	  if	  they	  are	  the	  only	  males.	  Despite	  their	  young	  age,	  
that	  person	  no	  longer	  fall	  under	  the	  youth	  definition	  due	  to	  those	  social	  conditions	  (Hansen,	  
2008).	  In	  other	  parts	  of	  the	  world,	  youth	  is	  defined	  as	  a	  certain	  age	  group.	  In	  South	  Africa,	  
for	  example,	  youth	  is	  any	  person	  that	  falls	  between	  the	  ages	  of	  18	  and	  35	  (Sheppard,	  2009).	  
The	  last	  definition	  of	  youth	  uses	  culture	  as	  the	  defining	  aspect	  when	  determining	  whether	  
someone	  falls	  under	  youth	  or	  not	  (Bucholtz,	  2002).	  Some	  culture,	  such	  as	  street	  skating	  and	  
street	  art,	  are	  understood	  to	  be	  cultural	  practices	  of	  young	  people	  and	  whoever	  partakes	  in	  
them	  comes	  to	  be	  defined	  as	  youth,	  regardless	  of	  how	  old	  they	  are.	  As	  a	  result,	  the	  way	  that	  
planners	  understand	  youth	  is	  based	  on	  the	  different	  definitions	  outlined	  above.	  	  
	  
According	  to	  Bucholtz	  (2002),	  one	  of	  the	  initial	  issues	  with	  regard	  to	  gaining	  a	  better	  
understanding	  of	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city	  is	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  ‘youth’	  category	  lacks	  a	  clear	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definition	  as	  argued	  above.	  “The	  liminal	  positioning	  of	  youth,	  the	  only	  boundaries	  which	  
define	  young	  people	  are	  boundaries	  of	  exclusion	  which	  define	  what	  young	  people	  are	  not,	  
cannot	  do	  or	  cannot	  be	  (Valentine	  and	  Skelton,	  1998:	  4).	  Breitbart	  (1998)	  further	  argues	  that	  
a	  better	  understanding	  of	  youth	  and	  ultimately	  being	  able	  to	  define	  it	  requires	  an	  
acknowledgement	  that	  youth	  is	  a	  period	  of	  individuation	  and	  crisis.	  This	  includes	  issues	  of	  
cultural	  crisis	  and	  identity	  –	  who	  do	  I	  want	  to	  become?	  Youth	  therefore	  is	  a	  very	  explorative	  
stage,	  flooded	  with	  a	  range	  of	  possible	  identities	  and	  lives	  to	  lead	  and	  youth	  anthropology	  
considers	  development	  from	  both	  individual	  and	  group	  cultural	  levels.	  Some	  youth	  develop	  
their	  own	  identities	  first	  and	  locate	  themselves	  accordingly	  within	  a	  broader	  cultural	  
context,	  while	  others’	  individual	  identity	  develops	  after	  locating	  themselves	  within	  a	  cultural	  
group	  of	  other	  young	  people	  (Valentine	  and	  Skelton,	  1998).	  
	  
Therefore	  the	  lived	  experience	  of	  young	  people	  goes	  beyond	  just	  making	  way	  to	  a	  fully-­‐
fledged	  cultural	  standing.	  There	  are	  other	  processes	  along	  the	  way,	  in	  fact	  that	  whole	  
journey	  is	  a	  process	  in	  itself;	  something	  to	  be	  studied	  as	  it	  takes	  place	  and	  not	  just	  looked	  at	  
as	  an	  intermediary	  element	  leading	  to	  fully	  fledged	  cultural	  standing	  (Bucholtz,	  2002).	  There	  
are	  other	  practices	  and	  identities	  that	  contribute	  to	  individual	  development	  within	  that	  
process.	  	  
	  
How	  youth	  is	  understood	  as	  a	  stage,	  or	  experience,	  also	  makes	  a	  difference	  (Hansen,	  2008).	  
According	  to	  Hansen	  (2008),	  referring	  to	  youth	  as	  ‘leaders	  of	  tomorrow’	  implies	  a	  call	  out	  for	  
qualifications.	  It	  insinuates	  that	  at	  the	  moment,	  they	  are	  not	  qualified	  to	  do	  certain	  things,	  
be	  in	  certain	  spaces	  and	  engage	  meaningfully	  with	  authorities.	  This	  further	  means	  that	  we	  
are	  dismissing	  the	  youth,	  subconsciously	  in	  our	  minds,	  as	  though	  they	  do	  not	  have	  anything	  
to	  say	  about	  the	  present	  but	  their	  turn	  is	  coming	  in	  the	  future.	  Hence	  youth	  should	  not	  be	  
perceived	  as	  “passers	  by”,	  as	  a	  group	  of	  people	  that	  are	  on	  the	  way	  to	  adulthood	  and	  
responsibility.	  As	  opposed	  to	  this,	  we	  should	  recognise	  the	  youth	  for	  its	  power,	  a	  group	  of	  
individuals	  with	  agency	  –	  and	  recognise	  their	  potentials	  for	  the	  present,	  not	  the	  future.	  As	  
Hansen	  (2008:	  213)	  maintains,	  “when	  we	  view	  youth	  as	  an	  experience,	  we	  recognise	  young	  
people’s	  agency	  in	  the	  present”.	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  key	  misunderstandings	  that	  planning	  has	  of	  youth	  is	  that	  there	  is	  no	  more	  to	  this	  
group	  of	  people	  than	  their	  age,	  culture,	  social	  responsibility	  or	  stage	  in	  life.	  It	  is	  also	  about	  
the	  state	  of	  mind.	  This	  is	  very	  important	  because	  it	  can	  speak	  to	  how	  one	  will	  act	  and	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behave	  in	  space	  and	  also	  how	  they	  make	  sense	  of	  their	  immediate	  environments.	  Hence	  a	  
definition	  of	  youth	  that	  is	  mostly	  about	  the	  physical	  appearance	  of	  the	  individuals	  falls	  short	  
in	  understanding	  why	  that	  group	  engages	  in	  certain	  activities	  over	  others.	  	  
	  
Part	  of	  the	  reason	  why	  young	  people	  are	  barely	  understood	  in	  cities	  is	  because	  they	  are	  
generally	  always	  labeled	  as	  a	  ‘problem’,	  along	  with	  most	  of	  the	  activities	  they	  partake	  in	  
(Rogers,	  2010).	  This	  subversive	  way	  in	  which	  planner	  and	  planning	  in	  Johannesburg	  looks	  at	  
young	  people	  has	  created	  a	  barrier	  making	  it	  challenging	  to	  see	  young	  people	  as	  important	  
actors	  contributing	  to	  the	  liveliness	  of	  cities	  and	  public	  spaces.	  As	  Hansen	  (2008:	  14)	  argues,	  
“because	  young	  people	  constitute	  such	  a	  large	  population	  in	  major	  cities	  of	  societies	  marked	  
by	  deep	  economic	  and	  social	  inequalities,	  they	  easily	  become	  construed	  as	  a	  problem,	  being	  
viewed	  as	  a	  risk	  to	  society	  rather	  than	  as	  at	  risk	  themselves	  in	  many	  different	  domains	  of	  
life”.	  Such	  domains	  include	  risk	  to	  crime,	  accidents	  on	  the	  roads,	  diseases,	  economic	  risk	  
(unemployment)	  and	  so	  forth.	  This	  implies	  that	  the	  perceptions	  and	  stigmas	  society	  has	  
attached	  to	  young	  people	  is	  part	  of	  the	  reason	  why	  young	  people	  have	  been	  marginalised	  in	  
so	  many	  aspects	  of	  city	  life.	  
	  
In	  Johannesburg,	  the	  idea	  of	  how	  young	  people	  are	  marginalised	  translates	  into	  an	  issue	  of	  
policy.	  Part	  of	  the	  reason	  why	  street	  art	  is	  labeled	  as	  a	  marginal	  activity	  in	  Johannesburg	  is	  
because	  it	  is	  not	  recognised	  in	  the	  city’s	  Public	  Art	  Policy.	  It	  is	  by	  no	  accident	  that	  it	  is	  not	  
recognised	  because	  there	  is	  a	  fundamental	  difference	  between	  street	  art	  and	  public	  art.	  
Public	  art	  is	  sanctioned	  art	  in	  a	  public	  space	  (Harris,	  2011	  and	  Kenaan,	  2011).	  It	  conforms	  to	  
set	  standards	  and	  regulations	  as	  stipulated	  by	  the	  city.	  Street	  art	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  has	  no	  
rules.	  The	  street	  artist	  is	  at	  complete	  liberty	  to	  decide	  what	  they	  wish	  to	  design,	  paint	  or	  
sculpt	  out	  and	  what	  medium	  to	  uses,	  size	  as	  well	  as	  location	  for	  installation.	  For	  this	  reason,	  
Kenaan	  (2011)	  argues	  that	  street	  art	  is	  not	  only	  brought	  to	  the	  street	  but	  belongs	  to	  the	  
street	  because	  it	  finds	  inspiration	  in	  the	  streets.	  Its	  very	  relevance	  relies	  on	  the	  street	  as	  a	  
public	  environment.	  Moreover,	  public	  art	  is	  largely	  understood	  as	  an	  urban	  regeneration	  
tool	  in	  the	  city,	  while	  street	  art	  is	  more	  about	  expression	  and	  is	  found	  also	  in	  the	  decaying	  
areas	  of	  the	  city.	  Thus	  the	  city’s	  public	  art	  policy	  does	  not	  talk	  about	  street	  art	  due	  to	  the	  
differences	  explained	  above.	  As	  a	  result,	  the	  street	  artists	  are	  marginalised.	  
	  
Although	  this	  study	  does	  not	  challenge	  the	  fact	  that	  street	  art	  is	  missing	  in	  the	  public	  art	  
policy,	  reference	  to	  this	  policy	  is	  important	  because	  it	  demonstrates	  how	  such	  spontaneous	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forms	  of	  expression	  in	  the	  city	  are	  not	  recognised,	  along	  with	  the	  artists	  who	  also	  fall	  under	  
the	  youth	  umbrella.	  For	  example,	  a	  portion	  of	  the	  Public	  Art	  Policy	  talks	  about	  the	  extensive	  
measure	  that	  should	  be	  taken	  towards	  graffiti	  (a	  form	  of	  street	  art)	  and	  also	  how	  the	  Anti-­‐
Graffiti	  Response	  Unit	  has	  been	  formed	  to	  rebuke	  graffiti	  in	  the	  city	  (City	  of	  Johannesburg,	  
2008).	  Hence	  both	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  marginalised	  in	  a	  sense	  that	  the	  policies	  in	  place	  
do	  not	  recognise	  the	  diversity	  of	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city	  but	  instead	  resort	  to	  the	  term	  
“youth”	  –	  which	  is	  problematic	  as	  discussed	  earlier.	  
	  
Another	  policy	  in	  Johannesburg	  –	  the	  only	  available	  form	  of	  youth	  policy	  is	  the	  Youth	  
Development	  Strategy,	  looks	  at	  youth	  from	  a	  very	  broad	  perspective.	  As	  youth	  is	  
homogenised	  and	  discussed	  as	  a	  sole	  group,	  the	  policy	  falls	  short	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  dealing	  
with	  the	  various	  challenges	  that	  young	  people	  face	  in	  the	  city	  and	  does	  not	  understand	  why	  
some	  of	  them	  partake	  in	  street	  art	  or	  street	  skating	  and	  so	  forth.	  This	  explains	  why	  when	  
such	  spontaneous	  activities	  emerge,	  they	  are	  pushed	  to	  the	  margins	  as	  they	  are	  nothing	  that	  
policy	  has	  anticipated.	  The	  Youth	  Development	  Policy	  mainly	  addresses	  opportunities	  for	  
young	  people	  and	  tries	  to	  explore	  different	  ways	  of	  building	  them	  up	  (City	  of	  Johannesburg,	  
2007).	  While	  this	  is	  a	  good	  thing,	  a	  youth	  policy	  should	  not	  only	  assume	  that	  all	  young	  
people	  seek	  jobs	  but	  should	  also	  explore	  other	  ways	  of	  engaging	  with	  them	  to	  make	  them	  a	  
real	  part	  of	  the	  city.	  
	  
According	  to	  Rogers	  (2010),	  young	  people	  are	  often	  given	  a	  minor	  or	  passive	  role	  in	  public	  
consultation	  processes	  –	  particularly	  consultations	  affecting	  public	  amenities,	  including	  the	  
very	  same	  spaces	  they	  occupy	  on	  a	  daily	  basis.	  Spaces	  are	  conceived	  spaces	  as	  though	  the	  
public	  is	  the	  same,	  as	  though	  people	  have	  the	  same	  needs	  of	  public	  spaces	  and	  the	  moment	  
a	  user	  begins	  to	  shape	  existing	  public	  in	  a	  way	  their	  needs	  are	  met,	  we	  begin	  to	  chase	  them	  
out	  of	  public	  spaces.	  This	  is	  not	  how	  vibrant	  cities	  are	  built;	  it	  is	  not	  how	  society	  should	  
function	  as	  a	  unit	  and	  as	  a	  way	  of	  endorsing	  diversity	  in	  cities	  if	  we	  do	  not	  appreciate	  it	  in	  
public	  spaces.	  Iverson	  (1998:	  23)	  asks	  the	  question:	  “what	  might	  a	  model	  of	  publicness	  that	  
does	  not	  assume	  the	  existence	  of	  a	  single	  public	  with	  shared	  values	  look	  like?”	  The	  first	  step,	  
he	  reasons,	  ...is	  to	  redefine	  the	  public	  sphere	  not	  as	  a	  single	  universal	  sphere	  with	  a	  set	  of	  
universal	  values,	  but	  as	  a	  sphere	  where	  there	  is	  more	  than	  one	  set	  of	  values	  or	  more	  than	  
one	  ‘public’”.	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The	  youth	  policies	  in	  Johannesburg	  have	  therefore	  not	  grasped	  well	  enough	  the	  question	  of	  
what	  it	  means	  to	  be	  a	  young	  person	  in	  the	  city	  as	  youth	  have	  been	  boxed	  in	  and	  understood	  
as	  a	  single	  entity.	  The	  misunderstanding	  of	  skaters	  and	  artists	  from	  policy	  level	  is	  how	  a	  
spatial	  exclusion	  has	  resulted	  as	  well.	  This	  study	  reaches	  out	  and	  engages	  with	  those	  two	  
marginalised	  communities	  –	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists.	  This	  trend	  demonstrates	  a	  paternalistic	  
way	  of	  understanding	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city,	  which	  this	  study	  argues	  is	  not	  appropriate	  in	  
a	  rapidly	  changing	  environment	  such	  as	  Johannesburg.	  As	  a	  result,	  young	  Africans,	  excluded	  
from	  the	  arenas	  of	  power,	  work,	  education	  and	  leisure	  construct	  places	  of	  socialisation	  and	  
new	  sociabilities	  whose	  function	  is	  to	  exhibit	  their	  difference,	  either	  on	  the	  margins	  of	  
society	  or	  at	  its	  forefront	  (Hansen,	  2008).	  “How	  we	  understand	  youth	  as	  an	  inherently	  
problematic	  phase	  of	  life	  or	  one	  that	  is	  endowed	  with	  potential	  has	  policy	  implications	  for	  
how	  the	  situation	  of	  young	  people	  is	  recognised”	  (ibid:	  213).	  Perception	  is	  the	  key	  element	  
that	  needs	  to	  shift	  prior	  to	  a	  bigger	  shift	  in	  how	  the	  place	  of	  youth	  can	  be	  understood	  in	  the	  
city.	  
	  
According	  to	  Fornas	  (1995),	  young	  people	  are	  culturally	  oriented;	  express	  themselves	  to	  an	  
unusual	  degree	  in	  texts	  such	  as	  pictures,	  music	  and	  fashion	  sense	  and	  other	  styles.	  Youth	  
cultures	  are	  also	  tied	  very	  closely	  to	  public	  space	  and	  that	  is	  what	  makes	  them	  significant	  to	  
study	  in	  planning.	  As	  Massey	  (1998:	  122)	  maintains,	  “the	  spatial	  openness	  of	  youth	  cultures	  
in	  many	  if	  not	  all	  parts	  of	  the	  world	  is	  clear”.	  Youth	  cultures	  manifest	  in	  space.	  Their	  value	  is	  
seen	  in	  public	  spaces;	  practiced	  in	  public	  space	  and	  members	  are	  also	  able	  to	  identify	  with	  
each	  other	  through	  space.	  In	  this	  light,	  there	  is	  a	  need	  to	  begin	  to	  conceptualise	  youth	  
culture	  as	  something	  that	  is	  realised	  through	  and	  is	  dependent	  on	  public	  space.	  Adopting	  
this	  lens	  means	  that	  progress	  is	  being	  made	  towards	  understanding	  the	  usage	  of	  public	  
space	  and	  how	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city	  appropriate	  and	  interact	  with	  it.	  
	  
Due	  to	  the	  exclusion	  of	  young	  people	  from	  public	  spaces,	  some	  cultural	  forms	  	  (such	  as	  
street	  art	  and	  street	  skating)	  are	  seen	  “as	  an	  effort	  by	  marginalised	  and	  powerless	  young	  
people	  to	  inscribe	  their	  living	  space	  with	  meaning	  against	  high	  odds,	  also	  in	  response	  to	  
brutal	  and	  destructive	  processes	  of	  neighbourhood	  decline,	  unemployment,	  crime	  and	  so	  
forth”	  (Breitbart,	  1998:	  306).	  Such	  cultural	  activities	  thus	  stand	  as	  a	  reaction	  to	  the	  marginal	  
treatment	  of	  youth	  as	  well	  as	  exclusion	  from	  even	  the	  most	  public	  spaces.	  According	  to	  
Breitbart	  (1998:	  308),	  “young	  people	  are	  also	  using	  public	  space	  to	  contest	  preconceptions	  
about	  themselves,	  and	  their	  lives,	  goals	  and	  aspirations”.	  Therefore	  “empirical	  research	  with	  
	   21	  
young	  people	  provides	  an	  opportunity	  to	  increase	  our	  understanding	  of	  their	  lives	  and	  some	  
situations	  to	  contribute	  to	  academic	  or	  public	  debates	  which	  play	  a	  part	  in	  social	  
construction	  of	  youth”	  (Valentine	  et	  al,	  1998:	  23).	  
	  
	  
Reflections	  on	  street	  skaters/skating	  
	  
Borden	  (2002)	  has	  dubbed	  street	  skating	  one	  of	  the	  ‘unknowns’	  in	  most	  cities	  across	  the	  
world.	  The	  unknowns	  are	  elements	  that	  are	  integral	  to	  the	  being	  and	  atmosphere	  of	  the	  city,	  
things	  that	  we	  see	  everyday	  but	  do	  not	  know	  enough	  about	  them	  beyond	  what	  appears	  on	  
the	  surface.	  The	  unknowns	  are	  the	  elements	  that	  develop	  over	  the	  physical	  attributes	  of	  the	  
city.	  Looking	  beyond	  those	  physical	  attributes,	  we	  find	  the	  unknowns.	  At	  times	  when	  
planners	  intervene,	  further	  unknowns	  result	  from	  the	  new	  spaces	  they	  create.	  This	  
demonstrates	  how	  well	  ahead	  and	  advanced	  those	  generating	  those	  'unknowns'	  are.	  
Whether	  it	  is	  in	  the	  form	  of	  a	  small	  group	  of	  young	  people	  or	  civil	  society	  at	  large,	  there	  is	  
knowledge	  within	  this	  realm	  that	  planners	  have	  barely	  scratched	  the	  surface	  of	  (ibid).	  
	  
The	  need	  for	  a	  deep	  understanding	  and	  engagement	  with	  the	  'unknowns'	  of	  Johannesburg	  
lead	  by	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art,	  is	  because	  these	  two	  activities	  use	  pre-­‐existing	  physical	  
aspects	  of	  space	  in	  order	  to	  take	  on	  their	  own	  form.	  For	  this	  very	  reason,	  Pile	  (2002)	  has	  
argued	  that	  the	  unknowns	  will	  never	  be	  known	  because	  when	  planners	  intervene	  –	  with	  
good	  intentions	  in	  mind	  such	  as	  nurturing	  or	  creating	  better	  environments	  for	  such	  
activities,	  we	  only	  create	  new	  surfaces.	  The	  core	  of	  these	  activities,	  we	  will	  never	  begin	  to	  
know	  because	  we	  often	  do	  not	  engage	  with	  them	  and	  they	  are	  complex	  already	  as	  they	  are.	  
Therefore	  this	  study	  has	  been	  an	  important	  step	  towards	  reaching	  that	  understanding	  by	  
boldly	  arguing	  that	  before	  we	  even	  think	  about	  the	  product,	  the	  design	  or	  whatever	  form	  of	  
intervention,	  we	  need	  to	  focus	  on	  the	  essence	  of	  these	  activities.	  What	  drives	  the	  skaters?	  
What	  do	  they	  make	  of	  the	  city	  and	  why	  do	  they	  insist	  in	  being	  in	  the	  city?	  To	  think	  about	  our	  
cities	  and	  young	  people	  in	  this	  way	  means	  that	  we	  are	  becoming	  open	  to	  new	  things	  and	  
knowledge	  about	  the	  city	  we	  govern	  as	  city	  managers	  and	  politicians.	  
	  
Borden	  (2002:	  179)	  suggests	  that	  "skateboarding	  is	  a	  particular	  kind	  of	  urban	  practice".	  But	  
what	  does	  this	  further	  imply,	  if	  it	  a	  practice?	  It	  certainly	  hints	  that	  it	  is	  a	  strong	  part	  of	  being	  
urban,	  an	  experience	  in	  the	  city	  and	  something	  that	  is	  done	  intentionally	  by	  a	  particular	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group	  over	  a	  certain	  time	  frame.	  Borden	  (2002)	  also	  argues	  that	  this	  urban	  practice	  is	  very	  
different	  to	  other	  urban	  practices;	  it	  is	  an	  activity	  that	  stands	  out	  from	  the	  rest.	  It	  is	  really	  up	  
to	  us	  as	  planners	  whether	  we	  think	  about	  this	  practice	  as	  a	  unique	  aspect	  of	  our	  cities	  or	  
otherwise.	  In	  Johannesburg,	  this	  urban	  practice	  begins	  in	  Newtown	  and	  spreads	  to	  other	  
parts	  of	  the	  inner	  city.	  The	  skaters	  traverse	  the	  city	  as	  they	  look	  for	  new	  challenges	  and	  on	  
obstacles	  that	  challenge	  their	  skills	  abilities	  in	  the	  practice.	  An	  area	  such	  as	  Fox	  and	  Loveday	  
Street	  (Figure	  4)	  is	  popular	  because	  of	  the	  marble	  banks	  and	  smooth	  tar	  found	  there.	  It	  is	  
due	  to	  these	  unique	  features	  of	  the	  urban	  environment	  that	  render	  street	  skating	  an	  urban	  
practice	  because	  it	  thrives	  on	  physical	  elements	  only	  found	  in	  various	  sections	  throughout	  
the	  Johannesburg	  inner	  city.	  
	  
	  
	  
Figure	  4	  -­‐	  Skaters	  on	  Corner	  Fox	  and	  Loveday	  Streets	  on	  a	  Sunday	  afternoon	  (Phasha,	  2011)	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  most	  important	  lessons	  one	  learns	  from	  both	  street	  art	  and	  street	  skating	  is	  the	  
"implicit	  yet	  ongoing	  tendency	  to	  critique	  contemporary	  cities	  for	  their	  meanings	  and	  modes	  
of	  operation,	  and	  to	  prefigure	  what	  a	  future	  unknown	  city	  might	  be"	  (Borden,	  2002:	  179).	  
These	  activities	  have	  a	  subliminal	  message	  which	  only	  begins	  to	  crystallise	  the	  deeper	  one	  
engages	  with	  them.	  Moreover,	  what	  makes	  these	  critiques	  even	  more	  meaningful	  to	  urban	  
planners	  is	  the	  fact	  that	  they	  are	  not	  intentional.	  The	  skaters	  and	  artists	  do	  not	  go	  out	  to	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point	  the	  faults	  with	  the	  city	  but	  these	  things	  occur	  to	  them	  as	  they	  experience	  the	  urban	  
environment.	  The	  crudeness	  of	  these	  critiques	  thus	  makes	  them	  powerful	  and	  only	  a	  broad-­‐
minded	  planner	  will	  be	  able	  to	  pick	  them	  up	  and	  learn	  something	  from	  them.	  	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  emerging	  critiques,	  for	  example,	  could	  be	  in	  the	  ability	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  
to	  highlight	  the	  direction	  that	  the	  city	  is	  taking	  with	  regards	  to	  development	  and	  growth	  and	  
how	  this	  is	  very	  detached	  from	  people	  who	  experience	  the	  city	  in	  real	  terms	  and	  as	  an	  
everyday	  situation.	  Another	  one	  could	  be	  that	  throughout	  this	  study,	  we	  are	  able	  to	  see	  the	  
things	  that	  encroach	  onto	  public	  space	  in	  Johannesburg	  -­‐	  such	  as	  advertising	  as	  discussed	  in	  
greater	  detail	  later.	  The	  two	  groups	  are	  therefore	  able	  to	  reflect	  on	  the	  city	  in	  their	  own	  
ways,	  while	  also	  creatively	  engaging	  with	  the	  city	  and	  critiquing	  it.	  Borden	  (2002:	  179)	  goes	  
further	  to	  argue	  that	  skateboarding	  "is	  an	  important	  urban	  practice	  that	  challenges	  both	  the	  
form	  and	  political	  mechanics	  of	  urban	  life".	  For	  example,	  skateboarding	  challenges	  the	  
economic	  logic	  of	  capitalist	  space	  because	  it	  emphasises	  the	  use	  of	  values	  instead	  of	  sharing	  
them	  as	  well	  as	  activity	  over	  passivity	  (ibid).	  In	  a	  way,	  it	  stresses	  personal	  relationships	  that	  
may	  be	  central	  to	  the	  skaters	  as	  a	  way	  of	  relating	  to	  each	  other.	  
	  
According	  to	  Borden	  (2002:	  181),	  "skaters	  exploit	  the	  ambiguity	  of	  the	  ownership	  and	  
function	  of	  public	  and	  semipublic	  space,	  displaying	  their	  actions	  to	  the	  public	  at	  large".	  They	  
move	  around	  the	  city	  constantly	  testing	  out	  possible	  areas	  of	  skating,	  taking	  chances	  and	  
witnessing	  how	  things	  play	  out	  within	  some	  spaces.	  In	  Johannesburg,	  most	  of	  the	  skaters	  
suggest	  that	  security	  guards	  are	  one	  of	  the	  reasons	  why	  they	  move	  around	  the	  city	  so	  much.	  
They	  do	  not	  care	  about	  whether	  a	  space	  is	  public	  or	  not	  –	  but	  rather	  what	  they	  can	  exploit	  
out	  of	  it	  in	  terms	  of	  its	  physical	  attributes	  and	  also	  how	  accessible	  it	  is.	  This	  begins	  to	  shed	  
some	  light	  into	  the	  process	  of	  how	  spaces	  are	  appropriated	  for	  street	  skating.	  
	  
Without	  spontaneous	  activities	  such	  as	  street	  skating,	  the	  city	  would	  be	  an	  environment	  
with	  no	  language	  of	  its	  own	  and	  one	  that	  is	  just	  filled	  with	  signs	  (Borden,	  2002).	  However	  
skating	  activity	  makes	  it	  possible	  for	  the	  city	  to	  be	  alive	  again,	  to	  be	  soft	  and	  responsive	  to	  
those	  engaging	  directly	  with	  its	  everyday	  spaces.	  Street	  skating	  thus	  highlights	  the	  
importance	  of	  public	  space	  as	  space	  for	  recreation	  and	  fun.	  Skateboarding	  also	  does	  well	  in	  
demonstrating	  the	  human	  side	  of	  the	  city;	  the	  perfect	  icebreaker	  in	  how	  some	  young	  people	  
could	  begin	  to	  interact	  with	  their	  city.	  As	  planners	  we	  need	  to	  note	  how	  street	  skating	  plays	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a	  vital	  role	  as	  a	  way	  of	  participating	  in	  the	  everyday	  life	  of	  the	  city	  itself	  and	  embedding	  
meaning	  in	  spaces	  we	  may	  otherwise	  take	  for	  granted.	  
	  
We	  also	  learn	  that	  skating	  is	  able	  to	  change	  the	  meaning	  of	  ordinary	  spaces	  in	  the	  city	  and	  
reveal	  new	  layers	  about	  them.	  Borden	  (2002)	  argues	  that	  this	  is	  one	  of	  the	  reasons	  why	  
skateboarding	  is	  crucial	  to	  cities.	  It	  encourages	  the	  creation	  of	  meaningful	  places	  by	  being	  
the	  very	  activity	  that	  adds	  meaning	  to	  existing	  spaces.	  He	  goes	  on	  further	  to	  state	  that	  
"skateboarding	  is	  a	  critique	  of	  the	  emptiness	  of	  meaning;	  skateboarders	  realise	  that	  empty	  
of	  cars,	  car-­‐parks	  have	  only	  form	  and	  no	  function"	  (Borden,	  2002:	  186).	  Hence	  they	  fill	  in	  the	  
gaps	  and	  complete	  the	  real	  function	  of	  the	  city	  by	  bringing	  a	  new	  spectacle	  onto	  an	  empty	  
street	  or	  sidewalk	  in	  the	  city	  centre	  on	  a	  Sunday	  afternoon,	  as	  has	  been	  the	  case	  in	  
Johannesburg.	  The	  impersonal	  and	  cold	  atmosphere	  that	  may	  be	  in	  public	  spaces	  especially	  
in	  areas	  where	  economic	  gain	  is	  stressed	  more	  than	  people,	  become	  eroded	  when	  the	  
skater	  comes	  into	  view.	  Skating	  shows	  us	  the	  interactive	  and	  humane	  side	  of	  the	  city,	  of	  the	  
public	  spaces	  we	  occupy	  and	  also	  acts	  as	  a	  performance	  that	  emerges	  amidst	  the	  solid	  
structures	  of	  the	  city.	  Through	  skating,	  we	  can	  see	  how	  young	  people	  modify	  their	  
environments	  in	  a	  way	  that	  they	  feel	  more	  comfortable	  and	  encouraged	  to	  be	  themselves	  
in.	  This	  is	  why	  public	  spaces	  are	  very	  important	  to	  how	  young	  people	  develop	  themselves	  as	  
individuals.	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  most	  gripping	  factors	  about	  skaters	  in	  Johannesburg	  is	  that	  they	  do	  not	  
completely	  invent	  new	  spaces.	  As	  they	  move	  from	  one	  space	  to	  another,	  it	  becomes	  clear	  
how	  each	  space	  influences	  their	  experience	  of	  the	  city	  and	  how	  they	  embrace	  that	  
experience.	  Through	  their	  performative	  initiatives,	  skaters	  in	  the	  inner	  city	  are	  participating	  
in	  how	  we	  perceive	  public	  space	  hinting	  new	  opportunities	  for	  urban	  planning	  and	  also	  how	  
existing	  spaces	  are	  taking	  on	  new	  meaning.	  For	  these	  reasons,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  
vital	  to	  the	  energy	  of	  the	  city.	  Their	  performances	  in	  public	  space	  suggest	  new	  ways	  of	  
thinking	  about	  urban	  change	  and	  the	  need	  for	  creative	  approaches	  to	  understanding	  the	  
city.	  Without	  such	  innovative	  approaches	  that	  focus	  on	  public	  space	  occupants,	  we	  will	  
always	  come	  to	  think	  of	  urban	  change	  in	  a	  narrow	  sense	  and	  overlook	  key	  agents	  that	  play	  a	  
role	  from	  the	  ground	  up.	  
	  
Moreover,	  Borden	  	  (2002)	  has	  maintained	  that	  buildings	  in	  cities	  are	  building	  blocks	  for	  the	  
open	  minded.	  The	  skaters	  and	  artists	  use	  whatever	  is	  there	  to	  define	  their	  own	  spaces	  in	  the	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city.	  They	  creatively	  identify	  the	  missing	  elements,	  the	  gaps	  in	  between	  and	  use	  those	  as	  a	  
starting	  point	  and	  an	  anchor	  for	  their	  activities.	  In	  Johannesburg,	  one	  of	  the	  skaters	  stated:	  “	  
you	  see	  that	  broken	  piece	  of	  a	  barrier	  lying	  down	  in	  the	  drain	  like	  that?	  I	  can	  skate	  that”.	  We	  
see	  how	  there	  is	  nothing	  taken	  for	  granted	  –	  all	  physical	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  are	  of	  potential	  
use	  to	  the	  skaters.	  Trying	  to	  define	  spaces	  where	  street	  skating	  can	  take	  place	  would	  thus	  
prove	  to	  be	  a	  mammoth	  task	  because	  the	  activity	  thrives	  when	  left	  to	  develop	  naturally.	  An	  
attempt	  to	  box	  in,	  define	  and	  allocate	  spaces	  for	  skating	  and	  art	  would	  result	  in	  the	  very	  
nature	  of	  these	  activities	  being	  destroyed.	  	  
	  
	  
Reflections	  on	  street	  artists/art	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  distinct	  characteristics	  of	  street	  art	  is	  that	  it	  belongs	  to	  the	  street	  and	  not	  just	  
brought	  to	  the	  street	  (Kenaan,	  2011).	  Its	  very	  being	  rests	  on	  its	  publicness	  and	  relationship	  
with	  the	  street	  and	  other	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  Its	  visual	  accessibility	  makes	  it	  a	  great	  
influence	  in	  how	  we	  experience	  the	  city	  because	  we	  are	  not	  given	  a	  choice	  as	  to	  whether	  we	  
would	  like	  to	  see	  the	  art	  or	  not.	  Street	  art	  is	  therefore	  valuable	  in	  cities	  because	  it	  begins	  to	  
suggest	  to	  us	  how	  we	  can	  create	  cities	  that	  reflect	  our	  humanity	  (ibid),	  a	  city	  in	  which	  people	  
can	  develop	  themselves.	  As	  planners,	  we	  need	  to	  take	  inspiration	  from	  how	  different	  people	  
and	  groups	  use	  space	  in	  different	  ways	  because	  this	  is	  a	  direct	  reflection	  of	  their	  human	  side	  
–	  an	  indication	  of	  their	  real	  freedom	  inside.	  When	  people	  begin	  to	  use	  space	  as	  they	  wish,	  it	  
implies	  that	  they	  are	  comfortable	  (Proshanksy	  et	  al,	  1970).	  Street	  art	  in	  itself	  therefore,	  can	  
reveal	  much	  about	  people’s	  emotions,	  their	  levels	  of	  comfort	  in	  the	  city	  and	  so	  forth.	  It	  is	  
our	  duty	  as	  urban	  planners	  to	  be	  able	  to	  read	  these	  emotions	  off	  the	  walls	  of	  the	  city	  and	  
find	  ways	  of	  hearing	  them	  from	  the	  artists	  as	  well	  because	  ultimately,	  the	  artists	  are	  
operating	  in	  our	  realm.	  
	  
According	  to	  Harris	  (2011),	  street	  art	  enriches	  community	  life	  in	  cities.	  The	  way	  the	  artists	  
modify	  the	  walls	  they	  see;	  the	  way	  they	  use	  the	  streets	  and	  its	  adjacent	  sidewalks	  all	  furnish	  
to	  the	  enhancement	  of	  community	  life.	  It	  creates	  a	  place	  that	  all	  citizens	  can	  relate	  to,	  and	  
the	  artworks	  are	  signs	  of	  life	  in	  the	  city	  itself.	  Suddenly,	  people	  can	  claim	  spaces	  and	  feel	  like	  
they	  belong	  in	  the	  city	  just	  as	  much	  as	  those	  structures.	  Through	  such	  interactions,	  we	  begin	  
to	  have	  our	  own	  place	  in	  the	  city.	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  all	  other	  inhabitants	  of	  the	  city	  can	  
relate	  to	  that	  place	  we	  have	  subconsciously	  identified	  as	  ours	  in	  the	  city.	  This	  is	  when	  the	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city	  becomes	  attractive	  –	  when	  it	  is	  not	  only	  a	  system	  that	  exudes	  control	  and	  impenetrable	  
boundaries	  but	  visually	  absorbs	  its	  inhabitants	  too.	  When	  these	  interactions	  take	  place,	  a	  
complex	  and	  necessary	  relationship	  forms	  between	  the	  inhabitants	  of	  the	  city	  and	  the	  city	  
itself.	  This	  is	  what	  Proshansky	  et	  al	  (1970)	  calls	  a	  sense	  of	  belonging	  as	  the	  user	  identifies	  
with	  something	  within	  a	  given	  space.	  
	  
It	  is	  important	  that	  planners	  do	  not	  think	  of	  street	  art	  as	  a	  form	  of	  an	  anti-­‐social	  behaviour.	  
For	  the	  artists,	  this	  is	  the	  only	  way	  they	  know	  how	  to	  raise	  awareness	  of	  some	  issues	  and	  be	  
listened	  to.	  On	  the	  contrary,	  street	  art	  evokes	  a	  sense	  of	  wonder	  in	  the	  viewer’s	  mind,	  a	  
form	  of	  social	  commentary	  and	  thus	  a	  way	  of	  using	  public	  space	  to	  engage	  with	  other	  
members	  of	  society.	  Whether	  the	  artists	  would	  be	  there	  to	  hear	  the	  responses	  or	  not,	  the	  
main	  idea	  is	  that	  people	  would	  see	  the	  art	  and	  has	  evoked	  something	  in	  their	  minds.	  In	  some	  
cases,	  street	  art	  is	  an	  attempt	  to	  tell	  stories	  about	  real	  life	  struggles	  and	  experiences	  in	  the	  
city,	  as	  one	  of	  the	  street	  artists	  has	  highlighted.	  In	  one	  of	  her	  artworks	  in	  Newtown	  (Figure	  
5),	  Propa	  (one	  of	  the	  street	  artists)	  reveals	  how	  men	  who	  work	  tirelessly	  in	  the	  city	  and	  
always	  rest	  at	  the	  park	  outside	  the	  Worker’s	  Museum	  inspired	  the	  piece.	  This	  demonstrates	  
the	  strong	  connection	  that	  the	  artist	  has	  with	  the	  city	  as	  well	  as	  her	  ability	  to	  almost	  feel	  
what	  other	  inhabitants	  feel	  in	  the	  city.	  Even	  in	  such	  instances	  however,	  “guerilla	  art	  occupies	  
a	  liminal	  art	  zone	  and	  has	  limited	  social	  appreciation”	  (Harris,	  2011:	  221).	  
	  
	  
	   27	  
	  
Figure	  5	  -­‐	  "Working	  class	  heroes"	  –	  one	  of	  Propa's	  pieces	  in	  Newtown	  (Phasha,	  2011)	  
	  
Therefore	  street	  art	  comes	  across	  as	  a	  product	  inherent	  in	  the	  urban	  environment	  that	  local	  
governments	  need	  to	  engage	  with	  creatively	  –	  not	  just	  adopt	  a	  zero-­‐tolerance	  policy	  
(Stewart,	  undated).	  The	  theorist	  suggests	  that	  before	  even	  these	  creative	  uses	  of	  space	  
come	  up,	  local	  authorities	  need	  to	  find	  creative	  ways	  of	  dealing	  with	  those	  spaces.	  Adopting	  
a	  zero-­‐tolerance	  policy	  –	  especially	  once	  these	  uses	  have	  already	  started	  emerging	  is	  not	  
always	  the	  right	  way	  to	  address	  the	  issue.	  In	  Johannesburg,	  most	  of	  the	  street	  art	  occurs	  in	  
marginal	  spaces	  that	  are	  often	  in	  deterioration	  (Figure	  6).	  One	  of	  the	  values	  of	  street	  art	  is	  
therefore	  that	  the	  artists	  are	  able	  to	  lead	  planners	  to	  spaces	  that	  they	  would	  otherwise	  
classify	  as	  dead	  and	  unused,	  from	  a	  distance.	  Street	  artist	  is	  therefore	  able	  to	  challenge	  a	  
professional’s	  understanding	  of	  the	  city	  because	  the	  artists	  are	  immersed	  in	  the	  city	  to	  a	  
greater	  and	  more	  informed	  extent	  with	  regards	  to	  marginal	  spaces.	  If	  as	  planners	  we	  are	  to	  
learn	  how	  to	  deal	  with	  and	  treat	  marginal	  spaces	  it	  is	  important	  that	  we	  begin	  to	  start	  
conversations	  with	  those	  occupying	  those	  spaces	  everyday	  since	  in	  some	  of	  those	  spaces,	  
there	  are	  smaller	  worlds	  and	  realities	  taking	  place.	  According	  to	  Stewart	  (undated),	  such	  
spaces	  have	  a	  life	  of	  their	  own,	  thus	  requiring	  a	  slightly	  liberal	  and	  open	  mindset	  in	  order	  to	  
understand	  them	  accordingly.	  	  
	  
	   28	  
	  
Figure	  6	  -­‐	  Street	  art	  in	  some	  dilapidating	  parts	  of	  the	  city	  by	  Propa	  and	  Orin	  (Orin,	  2011)	  
	  
Stewart	  (undated)	  also	  argues	  that	  street	  art	  is	  a	  way	  of	  reclaiming	  the	  city	  and	  documenting	  
and	  representing	  those	  people	  that	  are	  marginalised	  as	  the	  city	  pursues	  its	  business	  
interests.	  Although	  this	  may	  not	  always	  be	  done	  in	  a	  militant	  and	  forceful	  manner,	  the	  street	  
art	  speaks	  much	  because	  each	  piece	  as	  Propa	  demonstrated	  in	  figure	  5,	  is	  inspired	  by	  the	  
realities	  that	  are	  found	  within	  those	  spaces	  where	  particular	  pieces	  are	  found.	  This	  way,	  we	  
begin	  to	  hear	  the	  echo	  projected	  by	  street	  art	  in	  the	  city.	  We	  are	  also	  made	  to	  carefully	  think	  
about	  how	  much	  that	  echo	  carries,	  its	  impact	  and	  the	  way	  people	  want	  to	  belong	  to	  the	  city	  
even	  when	  things	  are	  not	  going	  their	  way.	  Hence	  one	  of	  the	  tensions	  in	  the	  city	  is	  that	  which	  
exists	  between	  what	  the	  city	  aims	  to	  achieve	  in	  terms	  of	  creating	  a	  business-­‐friendly	  
environment	  (Winkler,	  2009	  and	  Garner,	  2011)	  as	  well	  as	  street	  art	  as	  a	  spontaneous	  and	  
insurgent	  aspect	  of	  the	  city.	  In	  Johannesburg,	  this	  tension	  is	  the	  reason	  why	  there	  has	  been	  
a	  zero-­‐tolerance	  policy	  against	  street	  art	  as	  reflected	  in	  the	  city’s	  Public	  Art	  Policy	  (City	  of	  
Johannesburg,	  2008),	  as	  a	  way	  of	  ensuring	  that	  business	  interests	  remain	  a	  priority.	  
	  
The	  artworks	  are	  a	  way	  for	  the	  artists	  to	  visualise	  their	  relationship	  with	  the	  city	  and	  
challenge	  perceptions	  about	  spaces	  we	  see	  everyday	  in	  the	  city	  and	  take	  for	  granted.	  In	  
other	  cases,	  the	  artworks	  bring	  out	  the	  beauty	  of	  something	  that	  is	  in	  ruins.	  In	  their	  own	  
	   29	  
right,	  the	  artists	  are	  contributing	  towards	  the	  building	  of	  better	  spaces	  in	  the	  city	  and	  
highlight	  the	  fact	  that	  even	  when	  something	  is	  broken	  down	  it	  still	  remains	  a	  functional	  
aspect	  of	  the	  city	  and	  some	  people	  still	  benefit	  from	  such	  spaces	  in	  different	  ways.	  For	  some	  
members	  of	  society	  such	  as	  the	  homeless,	  such	  spaces	  are	  less	  intimidating	  and	  therefore	  
may	  feel	  at	  more	  at	  home	  in	  them	  as	  there	  are	  no	  security	  guards	  to	  chase	  them	  away.	  
Through	  the	  street	  art	  therefore,	  planners	  are	  given	  an	  opportunity	  to	  see	  something	  
positive	  out	  of	  spaces	  that	  may	  be	  perceived	  to	  be	  unsafe	  and	  in	  a	  dilapidating	  state	  before	  
interventions	  are	  made.	  As	  we	  engage	  with	  them,	  we	  begin	  to	  see	  how	  much	  those	  spaces	  
still	  contribute	  to	  the	  character	  and	  life	  of	  the	  city.	  They	  still	  make	  a	  strong	  part	  of	  the	  
identity	  of	  the	  city.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  street	  art	  is	  an	  urban	  practice	  that	  flourishes	  as	  an	  underground	  activity	  
(Kenaan,	  2011).	  In	  this	  underground	  state,	  the	  artists	  have	  a	  greater	  freedom	  of	  speech	  and	  
can	  thus	  vice	  out	  their	  opinions	  more	  freely	  as	  compared	  to	  when	  the	  art	  is	  sanctioned.	  
According	  to	  Stewart	  (undated:	  92),	  “legalising	  graffiti,	  making	  it	  comfortably	  visible,	  
drawing	  the	  artists	  into	  the	  public	  gaze,	  making	  a	  more	  homogenous	  product	  overlooks	  the	  
work’s	  own	  internal	  unfolding”.	  Graffiti	  is	  another	  form	  of	  street	  art	  hence	  the	  sentiments	  
are	  still	  the	  same.	  If	  we	  try	  to	  intervene	  as	  planners	  to	  provide	  spaces	  of	  where	  street	  art	  
should	  be	  done,	  we	  would	  be	  destroying	  the	  very	  nature	  and	  core	  of	  the	  street	  art	  itself.	  Its	  
realness	  would	  be	  lost	  within	  the	  process	  of	  intervention,	  its	  spontaneity	  and	  may	  even	  
affect	  the	  message	  that	  it	  would	  otherwise	  raise	  in	  an	  unsupervised	  environment.	  It	  is	  
therefore	  important	  that	  planners	  develop	  a	  good	  system	  of	  understanding	  first	  before	  they	  
decide	  if	  it	  is	  even	  necessary	  to	  intervene.	  Hence	  the	  point	  of	  seeking	  a	  thorough	  
understanding	  of	  this	  practice	  and	  its	  product	  in	  its	  natural	  form	  helps	  us	  get	  closer	  to	  
revealing	  perceptions	  about	  the	  city	  and	  knowledge	  that	  is	  possessed	  by	  young	  people	  of	  
the	  city.	  In	  this	  way,	  we	  embrace	  the	  multidimensionality	  of	  the	  city.	  	  
	  
By	  embracing	  the	  various	  aspects	  of	  life	  in	  the	  city,	  we	  are	  also	  promoting	  cultural	  diversity,	  
social	  cohesion	  and	  the	  reduction	  of	  social	  exclusion	  –	  which	  are	  fundamentals	  of	  peace	  and	  
equality	  and	  priorities	  for	  local	  governments	  (Stewart,	  undated).	  We	  are	  recognising	  that	  the	  
city	  is	  a	  very	  diverse	  environment	  and	  different	  social	  groups	  interact	  with	  it	  in	  different	  
ways,	  and	  it	  is	  those	  differences	  that	  tie	  us	  together	  than	  separate	  us.	  This	  is	  a	  spirit	  of	  
learning	  and	  one	  that	  embraces	  all	  types	  of	  change	  in	  the	  urban	  environment	  as	  well	  as	  the	  
opportunities	  and	  potentialities	  that	  come	  with	  it.	  In	  this	  way	  of	  thinking,	  we	  are	  therefore	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able	  to	  promote	  these	  ideals	  without	  actually	  intervening.	  We	  are	  beginning	  to	  realise	  cities	  
that	  foster	  a	  sense	  of	  belonging	  without	  crippling	  the	  natural	  development	  of	  how	  people	  
interact	  with	  the	  city.	  Street	  art	  thus	  has	  the	  ability	  to	  express	  things	  that	  may	  often	  be	  
difficult	  to	  say	  or	  admit	  in	  cities	  –	  such	  as	  harsh	  realities	  like	  poverty,	  crime	  and	  social	  
unrest.	  This	  is	  when	  a	  debate	  starts,	  initiated	  by	  the	  art	  and	  what	  it	  might	  mean.	  We	  get	  
talking	  and	  given	  a	  chance	  to	  reflect	  on	  our	  cities	  and	  therefore	  able	  to	  make	  decisions	  
about	  its	  desired	  future	  that	  best	  benefits	  all	  those	  different	  dynamics	  active	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
Insurgency	  
	  
Insurgency	  is	  one	  of	  the	  key	  lenses	  through	  which	  space	  is	  sought	  to	  be	  understood.	  	  
Holston	  (1998:	  53)	  argues	  that	  in	  cities,	  “the	  insurgence	  is	  important	  to	  the	  project	  of	  
rethinking	  the	  social	  in	  planning	  because	  it	  reveals	  a	  realm	  of	  the	  possible	  that	  is	  rooted	  in	  
the	  heterogeneity	  of	  lived	  experience”.	  In	  other	  words,	  we	  only	  begin	  to	  see	  possibilities	  
when	  insurgent	  actions	  in	  public	  space	  surface	  as	  they	  stand	  out.	  One	  is	  not	  used	  to	  seeing	  
them	  or	  would	  not	  consider	  them	  to	  be	  a	  part	  of	  mainstream	  life	  in	  cities.	  Therefore	  
insurgent	  activities	  imagine	  and	  live	  the	  city	  in	  a	  creative	  and	  different	  way	  to	  how	  most	  
inhabitants	  do.	  	  For	  an	  activity	  to	  be	  classified	  as	  insurgent,	  it	  has	  to	  challenge	  the	  
authorities	  and	  rules	  of	  the	  city	  regarding	  a	  particular	  topic.	  In	  some	  cases	  such	  rules	  are	  
unwritten	  but	  it	  is	  the	  authority	  (security	  guards)	  that	  exercises	  them.	  An	  insurgent	  activity	  
has	  to	  challenge	  the	  everyday	  state	  of	  things	  through	  a	  conviction	  that	  there	  is	  more	  to	  a	  
particular	  space	  than	  the	  current	  state	  of	  things	  allow.	  Therefore,	  insurgency	  unlocks	  the	  
potential	  of	  public	  spaces.	  Insurgency	  emphasises	  the	  things	  that	  we	  are	  not	  used	  to	  seeing	  
and	  experiencing	  in	  the	  city.	  In	  Johannesburg,	  and	  for	  purposes	  of	  this	  study,	  this	  insurgency	  
takes	  the	  form	  of	  street	  art	  and	  street	  skating.	  The	  challenge	  to	  urban	  planning	  is	  knowing	  
how	  to	  respond	  to	  such	  changes	  in	  public	  space,	  as	  at	  times	  they	  take	  place	  in	  places	  that	  
have	  traditionally	  been	  understood	  to	  be	  mono-­‐functional	  (Krier,	  1979).	  	  
	  
Therefore,	  insurgency	  is	  tied	  very	  closely	  to	  public	  space.	  Such	  activities	  would	  not	  be	  
regarded	  as	  insurgent	  if	  they	  were	  taking	  place	  in	  private	  spaces	  as	  they	  would	  not	  be	  
reacting	  to	  public	  rules	  and	  established	  systems.	  Street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  need	  to	  take	  
place	  in	  public	  before	  they	  can	  be	  regarded	  as	  insurgent.	  Also,	  they	  need	  not	  ask	  for	  
permission	  to	  be	  in	  those	  spaces.	  Therefore	  when	  we	  are	  talking	  about	  insurgency,	  we	  are	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dealing	  with	  one	  of	  the	  most	  spontaneous	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  because	  there	  is	  nothing	  
governing	  it.	  It	  is	  an	  autonomous	  dimension	  of	  the	  city.	  Insurgent	  activities	  thrive	  in	  this	  
state	  of	  things	  –	  skaters	  can	  skate	  whatever	  and	  wherever	  they	  wish,	  artists	  can	  paint	  
whatever	  and	  wherever	  they	  like	  in	  the	  city.	  	  
	  
The	  two	  activities	  –	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art,	  are	  also	  very	  spontaneous	  because	  they	  are	  
already	  aware	  that	  they	  are	  not	  allowed	  to	  be	  in	  certain	  spaces.	  However,	  this	  awareness	  
does	  not	  keep	  them	  out	  of	  public	  spaces	  but	  instead,	  appears	  to	  be	  part	  of	  the	  reason	  why	  
they	  want	  to	  be	  in	  those	  same	  spaces.	  Hence	  insurgency	  also	  has	  a	  temporal	  element	  to	  it.	  
The	  skaters	  and	  artists	  know	  exactly	  when	  is	  the	  right	  time	  to	  go	  skating	  or	  painting,	  and	  
where	  in	  the	  city	  they	  can	  do	  that	  at	  that	  particular	  time.	  In	  Johannesburg,	  the	  street	  artists	  
for	  example,	  sometimes	  paint	  and	  do	  their	  paste-­‐ups	  (such	  as	  that	  shown	  in	  Figure	  5)	  late	  at	  
night	  where	  their	  identities	  can	  be	  concealed	  and	  where	  most	  security	  guards	  are	  not	  on	  
duty.	  Insurgent	  activities	  have	  a	  solid	  grasp	  of	  city	  dynamics	  and	  they	  work	  with	  those	  
dynamics	  to	  find	  the	  perfect	  moment	  to	  fit	  in.	  
	  
	  In	  light	  of	  the	  fact	  that	  insurgent	  activities	  are	  vested	  in	  public	  space,	  there	  is	  an	  increasing	  
trend	  with	  how	  public	  space	  is	  becoming	  privatised	  in	  most	  cities	  across	  the	  world	  
(Madanipour,	  2010	  and	  Landman,	  2010).	  This	  suggests	  the	  tolerance	  for	  spontaneous	  
features	  of	  the	  city	  is	  rapidly	  decreasing	  –	  with	  the	  increasing	  interest	  in	  public	  spaces	  from	  
the	  private	  sector.	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  this	  trend	  has	  given	  rise	  to	  more	  insurgent	  public	  
space,	  where	  users	  are	  contesting	  the	  increasingly	  regulated	  and	  privatised	  public	  spaces	  in	  
cities	  (Hou,	  2010).	  This	  is	  how	  creative	  ways	  of	  reclaiming	  public	  spaces	  have	  emerged	  –	  
giving	  birth	  to	  insurgent	  activities	  in	  public	  spaces	  as	  well	  as	  the	  development	  of	  insurgent	  
identities.	  As	  a	  result,	  the	  existing	  spaces	  are	  injected	  with	  new	  meanings	  and	  functions	  
away	  from	  their	  traditional	  purposes.	  Insurgency	  takes	  advantage	  of	  the	  existing	  physical	  
attributes	  of	  spaces	  to	  communicate	  a	  new	  kind	  of	  consciousness	  and	  message	  through	  
public	  space.	  Hence	  no	  new	  spaces	  are	  erected	  in	  the	  process.	  An	  existing	  space	  is	  therefore	  
turned	  to	  serve	  other	  uses	  it	  was	  not	  initially	  designed	  for	  (Franck	  and	  Stevens,	  2007).	  
	  
According	  to	  Mitchell	  (2003)	  and	  Hou	  (2010),	  the	  most	  active	  groups	  in	  insurgency	  are	  those	  
that	  are	  normally	  marginalised	  –	  socially,	  economically	  and	  politically.	  Insurgent	  activities	  
become	  their	  only	  way	  to	  be	  ‘acknowledged’	  in	  the	  city.	  Some	  of	  the	  major	  insurgent	  actions	  
attempt	  to	  communicate	  a	  certain	  message,	  often	  against	  consumerism	  and	  the	  supremacy	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of	  capital	  (Hou,	  2010).	  As	  Hou	  (2010:	  2)	  argues,	  “these	  instances	  of	  self-­‐made	  urban	  spaces,	  
reclaimed	  and	  appropriated	  sites,	  temporary	  events,	  and	  flash	  mobs,	  as	  well	  as	  informal	  
gathering	  places	  created	  by	  predominantly	  marginalised	  communities,	  have	  provided	  new	  
expressions	  of	  the	  collective	  realms	  in	  the	  contemporary	  city”.	  As	  marginalised	  groups	  and	  
individuals,	  their	  insurgent	  actions	  act	  as	  their	  voices	  and	  a	  way	  to	  communicate	  their	  
stories	  and	  raise	  awareness	  on	  some	  of	  their	  experiences.	  Hence	  there	  is	  a	  strong	  need	  from	  
insurgent	  groups	  to	  be	  considered	  and	  acknowledged	  as	  a	  part	  of	  the	  city.	  However	  some	  
groups	  criticise	  mainstream	  city	  life	  and	  authorities	  by	  choosing	  to	  engage	  in	  insurgent	  
activities	  (Hou,	  2010).	  
	  
Insurgent	  public	  space	  thus	  stands	  to	  challenge	  the	  conventional	  codified	  notion	  of	  public	  as	  
well	  as	  the	  making	  of	  space	  (Hou,	  2010).	  In	  some	  cities	  such	  as	  New	  York,	  private	  companies	  
provide	  public	  spaces	  in	  order	  to	  gain	  developmental	  favours	  from	  city	  authorities	  (Mitchell,	  
2003).	  Public	  spaces	  in	  such	  cases	  are	  provided	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  it,	  with	  no	  real	  sense	  of	  
context	  and	  taking	  into	  account	  the	  nuanced	  processes	  on	  the	  ground.	  This	  is	  how	  capital	  
has	  begun	  to	  shape	  urban	  space	  as	  the	  moment	  public	  spaces	  are	  attached	  to	  private	  
organisations	  (active	  in	  the	  market),	  the	  more	  control	  they	  will	  have	  over	  the	  provided	  
spaces	  and	  the	  less	  choice	  in	  activities	  users	  will	  have	  (Mitchell,	  2003).	  It	  is	  these	  kinds	  of	  
revelation	  in	  public	  space	  that	  encourage	  insurgent	  activities	  trying	  to	  reclaim	  public	  space	  
to	  emerge.	  
	  
There	  are	  various	  reasons	  that	  have	  contributed	  to	  insurgent	  public	  space.	  One	  of	  them	  is	  
control	  and	  regulations.	  In	  most	  American	  cities,	  “the	  post	  9/11	  world	  of	  hyper	  security	  and	  
surveillance,	  new	  forms	  of	  control	  in	  public	  space	  have	  curtailed	  freedom	  of	  movement	  and	  
expression	  and	  greatly	  limited	  the	  activities	  and	  meanings	  of	  contemporary	  public	  space”	  
(Hou,	  2010:	  3).	  With	  this	  increased	  level	  of	  control,	  public	  spaces	  become	  less	  responsive	  
(after	  Bentley	  et	  al,	  1985),	  they	  are	  no	  longer	  meeting	  the	  needs	  of	  users	  as	  their	  freedom	  to	  
engage	  in	  activities	  they	  love	  has	  now	  restricted	  and	  constantly	  monitored	  (Rios,	  2010).	  Such	  
measures	  of	  control	  have	  pushed	  the	  youth	  out	  of	  parks	  and	  squares	  into	  other	  spaces	  they	  
have	  identified,	  enabling	  them	  to	  take	  part	  in	  some	  of	  their	  activities	  such	  as	  street	  skating.	  
One	  therefore	  notes	  how	  high	  levels	  of	  security	  and	  an	  ‘extended	  hand’	  of	  local	  government	  
in	  the	  control	  of	  public	  spaces	  can	  contribute	  to	  the	  making	  of	  insurgent	  space,	  where	  users	  
have	  freedom	  of	  choice	  (Rivlin,	  2007).	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Skaters	  and	  artists	  as	  constant	  users	  of	  public	  space	  thus	  carve	  out	  their	  own	  meanings	  out	  
of	  given	  spaces.	  A	  space	  is	  embedded	  with	  new	  layers	  of	  meaning	  that	  cannot	  be	  seen	  on	  
the	  surface	  although	  they	  exist.	  These	  meanings	  and	  invisible	  qualities	  of	  public	  space	  are	  
what	  make	  the	  given	  space	  stand	  out	  and	  contribute	  to	  the	  level	  of	  freedom	  within	  it.	  This	  is	  
precisely	  what	  this	  study	  seeks	  to	  engage	  with	  –	  not	  necessarily	  to	  uncover	  those	  invisible	  
attributes	  of	  public	  space,	  but	  to	  understand	  them	  as	  they	  occur.	  As	  Crawford	  (1999:	  9)	  
argues,	  “everyday	  space	  stands	  in	  contrast	  to	  the	  carefully	  planned,	  officially	  designated	  and	  
often	  underused	  public	  space”.	  In	  this	  light,	  everyday	  space	  has	  meaning,	  users	  of	  it	  have	  
freedom	  of	  choice	  and	  they	  can	  participate	  in	  any	  activity	  they	  wish.	  The	  challenge	  for	  
planning	  is	  that	  unplanned	  activities	  take	  place	  everyday	  in	  cities	  and	  as	  planners,	  one	  can	  
never	  be	  able	  to	  plan	  for	  them.	  As	  new	  spaces	  are	  planned	  and	  designed,	  new	  unplanned	  
activities	  emerged	  in	  those	  new	  spaces.	  The	  activities	  that	  take	  place	  within	  such	  spaces	  are	  
perceived	  as	  rebellious	  and	  unwanted,	  meanwhile	  these	  are	  the	  vibrant	  and	  lively	  spaces	  
that	  make	  our	  cities	  and	  the	  moment	  excessive	  control	  is	  exerted,	  the	  vibrancy	  is	  destroyed	  
(Hou,	  2010).	  
	  
Like	  the	  development	  of	  the	  “everyday”	  public	  space	  as	  referred	  to	  above,	  insurgency	  is	  also	  
linked	  to	  identity	  of	  the	  users.	  Only	  a	  particular	  group	  of	  users	  concerned	  with	  a	  particular	  
topic	  will	  develop	  an	  insurgent	  identity	  in	  the	  process	  of	  upholding	  their	  respective	  activities	  
in	  the	  city.	  According	  to	  Hou	  (2010:	  15-­‐16),	  “if	  public	  space	  is	  where	  identities,	  meanings,	  
and	  social	  relationships	  in	  cities	  are	  produced,	  codified	  and	  maintained,	  it	  is	  through	  
insurgent	  public	  space	  that	  alternative	  identities,	  meanings,	  and	  relationships	  can	  be	  
nurtured,	  articulated,	  and	  enacted”.	  The	  alternative	  identities	  and	  meanings	  contribute	  to	  a	  
greater	  level	  of	  variety	  in	  public	  space	  (Bentley	  et	  al,	  1985).	  This	  process	  begins	  with	  public	  
space	  as	  we	  understand	  it,	  acting	  as	  a	  framework	  for	  the	  alternative	  uses	  that	  would	  occur	  
in	  the	  same	  space.	  
	  
Chen	  (2010:	  22-­‐23)	  thus	  poses	  the	  question:	  “is	  the	  variety	  of	  activities	  articulated	  in	  the	  city	  
a	  tribute	  to	  the	  flexibility	  and	  creativity	  of	  residents	  or	  an	  implicit	  critique	  of	  existing	  city	  
design?”	  If	  one	  examines	  the	  streets	  of	  London,	  Paris	  and	  Los	  Angeles,	  insurgency	  takes	  
place	  at	  varying	  scales	  which	  other	  urban	  residents	  engage	  with	  from	  a	  distance	  while	  
others	  do	  so	  at	  a	  closer	  scale	  trying	  to	  understand	  it.	  Banksy,	  a	  London-­‐based	  street	  artist,	  
uses	  street	  art	  to	  criticise	  capitalism,	  consumerism	  and	  political	  leadership.	  The	  artworks	  are	  
installed	  very	  late	  at	  night	  and	  would	  be	  seen	  in	  the	  morning	  with	  a	  very	  clear	  message.	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Interesting	  here	  is	  the	  fact	  that	  public	  spaces	  are	  used	  to	  get	  a	  message	  across,	  and	  such	  
activities	  become	  insurgent	  as	  they	  take	  place	  within	  spaces	  that	  were	  not	  originally	  
designed	  for	  those	  activities.	  In	  such	  cases,	  public	  space	  is	  used	  to	  critique	  existing	  city	  
governance	  processes	  through	  creative	  approaches	  that	  engage	  society	  as	  a	  whole	  to	  start	  a	  
debate	  and	  bring	  to	  the	  fore	  some	  of	  the	  issues	  individuals	  may	  be	  reluctant	  to	  raise,	  
especially	  in	  public.	  
	  
	  	  
	  
Figure	  7	  -­‐	  Banksy's	  street	  art	  in	  Los	  Angeles	  (www.blog.vandalog.com)	  
	  
Hence	  Chen’s	  (2010)	  vital	  question	  above	  assists	  us	  to	  understand	  the	  process	  of	  urban	  
change	  and	  the	  role	  public	  space	  plays	  within	  that	  process.	  What	  becomes	  clear	  also,	  is	  that	  
this	  process	  does	  not	  take	  place	  without	  people,	  everyday	  users	  of	  public	  space.	  Users	  are	  
key	  agents	  in	  facilitating	  and	  even	  directing	  that	  change	  as	  they	  choose	  what	  activities	  to	  
undertake	  and	  where.	  Other	  forms	  of	  insurgency	  in	  public	  space	  such	  as	  street	  art	  thus	  play	  
a	  vital	  role	  in	  changing	  the	  perception	  residents	  have	  always	  had	  of	  city	  governance	  
processes	  and	  opens	  avenues	  for	  new	  processes	  in	  that	  regard.	  Insurgent	  public	  space	  is	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used	  to	  get	  that	  message	  across	  and	  is	  also	  used	  as	  a	  platform	  for	  discussion,	  as	  well	  as	  a	  
starting	  point	  for	  bottom-­‐up	  urban	  change.	  
	  
In	  understanding	  insurgent	  pubic	  space,	  Rios	  (2010)	  proposes	  three	  categories:	  adaptive	  
space,	  assertive	  space	  and	  negotiative	  space.	  Adaptive	  space	  consists	  of	  “environments	  that	  
are	  appropriated	  for	  everyday	  use,	  such	  as	  streets,	  vacant	  properties,	  parking	  lots.	  These	  
sites	  are	  appropriated	  for	  spontaneous,	  improvisational	  and	  creative	  uses”	  (ibid:	  101).	  This	  
category	  has	  more	  to	  do	  with	  appropriating	  public	  space	  (discussed	  in	  the	  next	  section)	  than	  
insurgent	  public	  space.	  Adaptive	  spaces	  in	  the	  city	  would	  be	  the	  streets	  and	  sidewalks,	  
which	  are	  often	  claimed	  especially	  on	  weekends	  as	  skating	  grounds.	  Adaptive	  spaces	  are	  
also	  the	  buildings	  on	  the	  edge	  of	  these	  streets,	  as	  they	  are	  used	  as	  walls	  for	  expression	  and	  
street	  art.	  This	  can	  be	  seen	  mostly	  in	  the	  buildings	  along	  Henry	  Nxumalo	  Street	  going	  
towards	  under	  the	  M1	  overpass.	  The	  M1	  overpass	  is	  another	  adaptive	  space,	  dedicated	  to	  
expression	  and	  public	  art	  in	  the	  form	  of	  graffiti.	  Graffiti	  artists	  paint	  the	  pillars	  of	  the	  
highway,	  which	  has	  transformed	  the	  feel	  and	  character	  of	  the	  place	  into	  a	  very	  vibrant	  space	  
where	  people	  congregate	  for	  concerts	  and	  parties,	  photo-­‐shoots,	  music	  video	  shoots	  and	  so	  
on.	  
	  
Secondly,	  “assertive	  space	  emerges	  when	  space	  is	  politicised	  to	  challenge	  dominant	  symbols	  
and	  codes”	  (Rios,	  2010:	  101).	  Such	  spaces	  express	  an	  insurgent	  identity	  especially	  when	  
minority	  group	  claims	  are	  not	  represented	  (ibid).	  The	  example	  of	  the	  street	  art	  in	  Los	  
Angeles,	  Paris	  and	  London	  takes	  place	  in	  assertive	  space;	  space	  that	  is	  used	  to	  communicate	  
a	  message.	  In	  Johannesburg,	  the	  artists	  therefore	  take	  on	  an	  insurgent	  identity	  as	  they	  
would	  always	  sign	  their	  artworks	  using	  pseudonyms.	  Such	  spaces	  become	  very	  political	  and	  
the	  messages	  become	  topical,	  often	  forming	  a	  city	  if	  not	  a	  nation-­‐wide	  discussion.	  
	  
Lastly,	  negotiative	  space	  “represents	  the	  leading	  edge	  of	  cultural	  interchange	  in	  the	  public	  
realm…	  they	  move	  beyond	  symbolic	  representation	  of	  a	  particular	  group	  toward	  the	  
formation	  of	  polyvalent	  communities	  and	  the	  recognition	  of	  plural	  understandings”	  (Rios,	  
2010:	  101).	  In	  a	  negotiative	  space,	  meanings	  are	  constructed	  to	  communicate	  and	  create	  
community	  (ibid).	  At	  times,	  the	  graffiti	  area	  under	  the	  M1	  Bridge	  is	  also	  populated	  with	  
musicians,	  photographers	  and	  other	  creatives	  seeking	  to	  use	  that	  space	  for	  their	  respective	  
activities.	  This	  is	  an	  example	  of	  a	  negotiative	  space	  as	  it	  becomes	  a	  space	  of	  understanding	  
and	  tolerance	  where	  all	  users	  have	  their	  objectives	  to	  meet	  but	  are	  all	  brought	  together	  by	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this	  one	  space.	  The	  different	  actors	  thus	  negotiate	  amongst	  themselves	  as	  to	  how	  the	  space	  
will	  be	  used	  to	  ensure	  that	  all	  actors	  fulfill	  their	  objectives.	  	  
	  
Appropriation	  
	  
“In	  urban	  spaces	  around	  the	  world	  people	  pursue	  a	  very	  rich	  variety	  of	  activities	  not	  
originally	  intended	  for	  those	  locations”	  (Franck	  and	  Stevens,	  2007:	  2).	  Such	  activities	  are	  rich	  
and	  bring	  vibrancy	  into	  public	  space	  as	  they	  are	  different,	  particularly	  as	  they	  take	  place	  in	  
places	  that	  have	  always	  been	  in	  existence	  with	  the	  same	  activities	  for	  a	  long	  period	  of	  time.	  
However	  in	  cities	  across	  the	  world	  public	  spaces	  no	  longer	  have	  a	  fixed	  use	  (ibid).	  Various	  
uses	  and	  users	  prevail.	  Not	  only	  does	  this	  imply	  public	  space	  is	  becoming	  a	  complex	  
phenomenon,	  but	  it	  is	  growing	  more	  important	  as	  part	  of	  people’s	  daily	  experiences	  of	  the	  
city.	  As	  these	  spaces	  are	  open	  to	  multiple	  activities	  and	  other	  possibilities,	  they	  become	  
“loose”	  (ibid).	  	  
	  
A	  loose	  space	  has	  distinct	  characteristics.	  According	  to	  Franck	  and	  Stevens	  (2007:	  2)	  
“Accessibility,	  freedom	  of	  choice	  and	  physical	  elements	  that	  occupants	  can	  appropriate	  all	  
contribute	  to	  the	  emergence	  of	  a	  loose	  space,	  but	  they	  are	  not	  sufficient.	  For	  a	  site	  to	  
become	  loose,	  people	  themselves	  must	  recognise	  the	  possibilities	  inherent	  in	  it	  and	  make	  
use	  of	  those	  possibilities	  for	  their	  own	  ends,	  facing	  the	  potential	  risks	  of	  doing	  so”.	  Some	  
risks	  include	  being	  chased	  away	  by	  improvement	  district	  guards,	  local	  authorities,	  politicians	  
and	  others.	  Once	  this	  happens,	  the	  possibilities	  that	  could	  take	  place	  within	  that	  particular	  
space	  become	  even	  more	  accentuated.	  This	  is	  the	  same	  phenomenon	  with	  street	  skating	  in	  
Newtown,	  where	  they	  have	  identified	  certain	  spots	  in	  the	  public	  realm	  for	  skating	  but	  such	  
activities	  are	  restricted	  in	  some	  parts	  of	  the	  area	  (including	  the	  streets).	  
	  
Hence	  a	  loose	  space	  is	  one	  that	  can	  be	  or	  has	  been	  appropriated	  by	  certain	  users	  due	  to	  its	  
potential	  in	  meeting	  their	  public	  space	  needs.	  Since	  a	  space	  is	  loose,	  there	  is	  no	  need	  to	  ask	  
for	  permission	  from	  authorities	  before	  appropriation.	  In	  fact,	  it	  is	  only	  appropriation	  
because	  no	  permission	  was	  asked.	  However	  while	  some	  spaces	  are	  looser	  than	  others	  by	  
definition,	  it	  is	  primarily	  people’s	  actions	  that	  make	  a	  space	  loose	  (Franck	  and	  Stevens,	  
2007).	  Therefore	  regardless	  of	  how	  open	  and	  inviting	  a	  particular	  space	  is,	  that	  space	  will	  
not	  be	  loose	  if	  people	  cannot	  engage	  in	  activities	  they	  choose	  to	  within	  that	  given	  space.	  If	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people	  cannot	  mold	  the	  space	  to	  meet	  their	  needs,	  that	  space	  is	  not	  loose.	  Hence	  in	  a	  loose	  
space,	  people’s	  actions	  are	  more	  important	  than	  the	  physical	  aspects	  of	  space;	  the	  dynamics	  
in	  a	  particular	  space	  are	  more	  important	  than	  the	  space	  itself.	  	  
	  
When	  a	  space	  is	  loose,	  it	  can	  be	  appropriated.	  It	  is	  open	  to	  various	  users	  and	  has	  little	  or	  no	  
form	  of	  regulation.	  Hence	  when	  a	  space	  is	  appropriated,	  it	  can	  be	  for	  leisure,	  entertainment,	  
self-­‐expression	  or	  political	  expression,	  reflection	  and	  social	  interaction	  (Franck	  and	  Stevens,	  
2007).	  	  These	  “activities	  may	  be	  impromptu	  or	  planned	  in	  advance.	  They	  may	  also	  be	  strange	  
and	  unfamiliar	  to	  passers	  by	  and	  other	  people	  that	  do	  not	  take	  part	  in	  them.	  They	  may	  be	  
disruptive	  and	  unruly	  but	  they	  are	  invariably	  temporary	  –	  whether	  they	  last	  a	  few	  minutes	  
or	  months	  or	  years.	  They	  occur	  without	  official	  sanction	  and	  assurance	  of	  continuity”	  (ibid:	  
3).	  Therefore	  an	  appropriated	  space	  implies	  freedom	  on	  various	  levels	  (Rivlin,	  2007),	  
becoming	  a	  space	  different	  users	  can	  identify	  with	  as	  uses	  are	  not	  fixed.	  
	  
In	  Johannesburg,	  streets	  are	  the	  most	  appropriated	  form	  of	  space	  –	  especially	  for	  the	  street	  
skaters.	  The	  skaters	  traverse	  the	  inner	  city	  by	  first	  visiting	  some	  of	  the	  famous	  skating	  areas	  
in	  the	  city	  such	  as	  the	  Johannesburg	  library	  gardens	  (which	  were	  under	  maintenance	  for	  
some	  time),	  Loveday	  and	  Fox	  Streets	  and	  some	  streets	  in	  Newtown.	  To	  ensure	  a	  lesser	  
chance	  of	  disruption	  by	  motorists	  and	  security	  guards,	  the	  skaters	  choose	  Sundays	  as	  the	  
best	  days	  for	  skating	  as	  there	  is	  minimal	  activity	  in	  the	  streets	  and	  thus	  more	  freedom.	  
These	  factors	  make	  it	  easier	  to	  appropriate	  space	  and	  engage	  with	  fellow	  street	  skaters.	  
Hence	  these	  instances	  of	  “informal	  appropriations	  of	  urban	  spaces	  offer	  another	  
understanding	  on	  what	  is	  about	  space”	  (O’Kelly,	  2007).	  
	  
The	  process	  of	  appropriation	  for	  street	  artists	  is	  slightly	  different.	  The	  key	  difference	  is	  that	  
although	  the	  essence	  of	  street	  art	  is	  its	  visibility,	  the	  artists	  often	  interact	  with	  public,	  semi-­‐
private	  as	  well	  as	  private	  spaces.	  If	  a	  space	  is	  private	  but	  visually	  interacts	  with	  the	  public	  
realm	  then	  it	  may	  be	  appropriated	  for	  street	  art.	  This	  process	  begins	  with	  the	  street	  artists	  
driving	  and	  walking	  around	  the	  inner	  city	  and	  sometimes	  in	  inner	  city	  suburbs	  such	  as	  
Hillbrow	  and	  Yeoville,	  looking	  for	  walls	  with	  the	  most	  potential	  for	  maximum	  effect	  of	  the	  
street	  art.	  Depending	  on	  how	  the	  available	  walls	  are	  suitable	  for	  painting	  or	  paste-­‐ups,	  the	  
artists	  would	  in	  most	  cases	  ask	  the	  owners	  –	  if	  there	  are	  any,	  for	  permission	  to	  paint.	  This	  is	  
done	  to	  ensure	  that	  they	  have	  ample	  time	  to	  paint	  –	  if	  it	  is	  a	  large	  painting.	  Where	  it	  is	  a	  
small	  painting	  or	  a	  stick-­‐up,	  there	  is	  no	  permission	  asked.	  Appropriation	  takes	  place	  very	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quickly	  but	  the	  art	  remains	  in	  that	  space	  for	  longer,	  feeling	  as	  though	  the	  space	  will	  always	  
be	  “appropriated”	  as	  long	  as	  that	  painting	  or	  artwork	  is	  not	  washed	  off.	  
	  
Rivlin	  (2007)	  attests	  that	  an	  appropriated	  space	  can	  also	  be	  termed	  ‘found’	  as	  it	  is	  a	  space	  
that	  has	  been	  appropriated	  for	  particular	  uses.	  Such	  “spaces	  are	  ‘found’	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  
users	  locate	  and	  appropriate	  them	  for	  uses	  that	  they	  serve	  effectively	  but	  which	  they	  were	  
not	  originally	  designed	  to	  serve”	  (ibid:	  39).	  This	  implies	  that	  at	  times,	  the	  provided	  public	  
spaces	  such	  as	  parks	  and	  squares	  fail	  to	  meet	  the	  needs	  of	  some	  user	  groups.	  This	  becomes	  
the	  motivation	  to	  ‘find’	  other	  spaces	  in	  the	  city	  that	  can	  accommodate	  their	  activities	  as	  well	  
as	  meeting	  other	  needs	  they	  might	  have.	  “Unlike	  designed	  spaces,	  it	  is	  the	  users	  themselves	  
who	  locate	  and	  program	  found	  spaces…”	  (ibid:	  39).	  The	  users	  decide	  on	  how	  that	  space	  can	  
best	  be	  used	  in	  order	  to	  meet	  their	  needs,	  which	  may	  be	  fleeting	  and	  in	  other	  cases	  lasting	  
longer	  (ibid).	  
	  
According	  to	  Proshansky	  et	  al	  (1970),	  found	  spaces	  are	  primarily	  places	  that	  enable	  people	  
to	  exercise	  their	  freedom	  of	  choice	  –	  allowing	  them	  to	  actively	  pursue	  their	  interests.	  This	  
element	  of	  freedom	  might	  in	  turn	  be	  what	  attracts	  other	  users	  of	  the	  same	  group	  to	  the	  
found	  space,	  further	  nurturing	  belonging	  in	  public	  spaces.	  Hence	  appropriated	  spaces	  are	  
inviting,	  especially	  to	  those	  that	  are	  often	  marginalised	  such	  as	  the	  youth	  as	  in	  these	  spaces	  
they	  finally	  have	  a	  space	  of	  their	  own	  where	  they	  can	  engage	  with	  activities	  they	  choose	  to.	  
As	  Franck	  and	  Stevens	  (2007:	  40)	  argue,	  “freedom	  of	  choice	  is	  at	  the	  core	  of	  people’s	  ability	  
to	  discover	  possibilities	  in	  the	  environment	  and	  thereby	  make	  use	  of	  found	  spaces”.	  When	  
there	  is	  no	  freedom,	  the	  possibilities	  of	  innovation	  are	  diminished,	  growth	  is	  not	  supported.	  
	  
Jimenez-­‐Dominguez	  (2007:	  99)	  argues	  that	  “appropriation	  is	  communication	  and	  social	  
relatedness	  in	  urban	  space;	  it	  is	  urban	  cultures	  and	  living	  memory”.	  It	  is	  therefore	  a	  way	  in	  
which	  urban	  residents	  can	  communicate	  with	  local	  authorities	  through	  a	  direct	  expression	  of	  
their	  preferences	  and	  their	  ideal	  forms	  of	  urban	  space.	  It	  is	  how	  different	  users	  who	  might	  
have	  similar	  interests	  come	  together	  in	  public	  space	  to	  express	  those	  needs	  and	  interests.	  	  
Such	  activities	  as	  space	  appropriation	  are	  an	  integral	  part	  of	  urban	  change	  from	  the	  ground	  
up.	  Therefore	  the	  way	  users	  express	  their	  ideals	  through	  visual	  or	  performative	  means	  in	  
appropriated	  spaces	  is	  one	  way	  in	  which	  bottom-­‐up	  urban	  change	  becomes	  apparent.	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Urban	  space	  appropriation	  also	  has	  an	  effective	  dimension	  to	  it:	  identification.	  According	  to	  
(Jimenez-­‐Dominguez	  ,	  2007:	  99),	  “the	  psychosocial	  processes	  in	  space	  appropriation	  are	  
related	  to	  urban	  cultural	  practices,	  perceptions,	  representations,	  desires,	  aesthetics	  and	  
feelings;	  they	  entail	  the	  social	  and	  personal	  imaginary,	  the	  dialectical	  relationships	  between	  
the	  persona	  and	  the	  urban	  space”.	  When	  a	  space	  is	  appropriated,	  this	  implies	  that	  the	  
appropriator	  sees	  something	  in	  that	  space	  that	  they	  identify	  with	  as	  an	  individual,	  as	  well	  as	  
the	  actions	  he	  or	  she	  may	  want	  to	  carry	  out	  in	  the	  space.	  This	  may	  attract	  other	  people	  
interested	  in	  similar	  activities	  and	  cultural	  practices	  to	  fully	  claim	  that	  space	  as	  their	  own.	  
Hence	  identity	  plays	  a	  considerable	  role	  in	  how	  space	  is	  appropriated	  and	  used.	  This	  is	  why	  
one	  is	  able	  to	  see	  street	  skaters	  together	  in	  groups	  at	  particular	  spots	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
In	  cities	  such	  as	  Hong	  Kong	  where	  public	  space	  is	  inflexibly	  designed,	  appropriations	  of	  
urban	  space	  are	  much	  higher	  and	  take	  place	  in	  various	  forms	  (DeWolf,	  2012).	  There	  are	  
walls	  and	  fences	  that	  restrict	  movement	  and	  street	  furniture	  that	  is	  mono-­‐functional,	  
limiting	  alternative	  uses	  of	  space.	  As	  a	  result,	  people	  respond	  by	  bringing	  their	  own	  furniture	  
into	  public	  spaces	  and	  proceed	  with	  their	  own	  interpretations	  of	  those	  spaces	  (ibid).	  In	  other	  
instances,	  urban	  space	  is	  appropriated	  and	  used	  for	  illegal	  late-­‐night	  flea	  markets	  in	  the	  city	  
(ibid).	  As	  spaces	  are	  appropriated,	  a	  sharp	  contrast	  is	  noted	  between	  the	  original	  use	  of	  that	  
space	  and	  the	  new	  uses.	  Individuals	  are	  able	  to	  adapt	  the	  city	  to	  their	  own	  ends,	  being	  active	  
players	  in	  the	  transformation	  of	  urban	  spaces	  in	  Hong	  Kong.	  Such	  initiatives	  by	  society	  stand	  
out	  as	  they	  are	  different	  and	  demonstrate	  a	  level	  of	  bravery	  as	  well	  as	  conviction	  that	  the	  
city	  belongs	  to	  the	  people.	  
	  
Negotiation	  
	  
Thus	  far,	  both	  the	  insurgency	  and	  appropriation	  of	  space	  debates	  are	  two	  examples	  of	  the	  
many	  forms	  in	  which	  the	  negotiation	  of	  space	  takes	  place.	  At	  the	  core	  of	  attempts	  to	  
negotiate	  space,	  are	  strives	  of	  individuals	  and	  groups	  trying	  to	  exercise	  their	  right	  to	  the	  city.	  
In	  the	  previous	  section	  I	  discussed	  how	  appropriation	  of	  space	  suggests	  a	  certain	  level	  of	  
conviction	  by	  the	  appropriators	  that	  the	  city	  belongs	  to	  the	  people.	  That	  conviction	  
emanates	  from	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  appropriators	  know	  that	  they	  have	  a	  right	  to	  be	  in	  the	  city.	  
It	  may	  not	  be	  clear	  as	  to	  what	  this	  right	  allows	  them	  to	  do	  but	  they	  assume	  that	  their	  
respective	  activities	  fall	  within	  the	  scope	  of	  that	  right.	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The	  first	  step	  in	  the	  process	  of	  negotiation	  is	  access	  to	  space.	  Negotiations	  cannot	  take	  place	  
outside	  the	  physical	  bounds	  of	  a	  given	  space.	  In	  Johannesburg’s	  inner	  city	  where	  the	  streets	  
are	  boundless,	  the	  process	  of	  negotiation	  is	  much	  easily	  initiated.	  Therefore	  when	  access	  
into	  public	  space	  is	  access	  is	  restricted,	  people	  are	  not	  able	  to	  exercise	  their	  right	  to	  the	  city.	  
Hence	  public	  space	  not	  only	  plays	  a	  key	  role	  as	  a	  material	  manifestation	  of	  that	  right,	  but	  the	  
actions	  that	  take	  place	  in	  public	  space	  further	  exert	  and	  communicate	  the	  extent	  and	  nature	  
of	  that	  right	  to	  the	  city.	  Space	  appropriation	  is	  a	  typical	  human	  action	  when	  people	  exert	  
their	  right	  to	  the	  city	  and	  the	  street	  as	  a	  space	  of	  encounter	  (Amin,	  2006).	  The	  street	  as	  one	  
form	  of	  public	  space	  becomes	  a	  place	  where	  people	  can	  come	  together	  and	  express	  their	  
individuality,	  make	  political	  expressions	  and	  empower	  each	  other	  through	  common	  
interests.	  Hence	  the	  right	  to	  the	  city	  in	  this	  light	  is	  about	  having	  one’s	  own	  place	  in	  the	  city,	  
being	  acknowledged	  and	  heard.	  Public	  spaces	  thus	  become	  are	  a	  vital	  avenue	  leading	  to	  
that.	  
	  
As	  described	  in	  the	  previous	  chapter,	  the	  process	  of	  negotiation	  often	  results	  when	  space	  
has	  already	  been	  appropriated	  and	  a	  form	  of	  authority	  approaches	  the	  skaters	  or	  artists	  in	  
that	  space.	  In	  most	  cases,	  that	  form	  of	  authority	  is	  security	  guards	  –	  both	  from	  the	  City	  
Improvement	  District	  and	  private	  guards	  from	  the	  surrounding	  buildings.	  At	  times	  therefore,	  
the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  find	  themselves	  negotiating	  with	  authority	  that	  was	  not	  intended	  to	  
be	  in	  charge	  of	  public	  space	  in	  the	  first	  place.	  Their	  argument	  is	  that	  skating,	  for	  example,	  is	  
too	  noisy	  and	  disturbs	  the	  quiet	  in	  their	  private	  buildings.	  Hence	  the	  process	  of	  negotiation	  
is	  not	  always	  confined	  to	  the	  public	  space	  in	  question	  –	  although	  it	  is	  about	  it.	  The	  process	  
occasionally	  flows	  into	  the	  private	  realm	  where	  other	  parties	  adjacent	  to	  a	  given	  space	  
would	  become	  involved	  in	  the	  negotiation	  of	  that	  space.	  
	  
With	  regard	  to	  street	  skating,	  most	  negotiations	  of	  public	  space	  are	  never	  with	  civilians	  or	  
motorists.	  These	  two	  groups	  of	  society	  are	  always	  given	  first	  preference	  by	  the	  skaters	  
because	  they	  understand	  that	  they	  are	  using	  the	  street	  as	  a	  route	  to	  get	  somewhere.	  When	  
a	  car	  appears,	  the	  skaters	  happily	  pick	  up	  their	  skateboards	  and	  wait	  for	  it	  to	  pass.	  The	  same	  
treatment	  is	  given	  to	  pedestrians	  walking	  by.	  We	  begin	  to	  see	  that	  some	  forms	  of	  
negotiation	  do	  not	  need	  a	  formal	  verbal	  discussion.	  Some	  negotiations	  are	  solved	  almost	  
instantly	  before	  any	  party	  needs	  to	  speak.	  However	  with	  regard	  to	  street	  artists,	  some	  
negotiations	  of	  space	  often	  involve	  civilians	  who	  occupy	  those	  spaces.	  Whether	  they	  are	  
asked	  simple	  questions	  about	  the	  ownership	  of	  that	  space	  or	  just	  greetings,	  there	  is	  always	  a	  
	   41	  
form	  of	  interaction	  with	  whoever	  is	  in	  that	  space.	  Therefore,	  negotiations	  of	  space	  are	  a	  
collaborative	  and	  participatory	  action	  in	  the	  production	  of	  public	  space	  (O’Kelly,	  2007).	  It	  is	  
these	  negotiations	  that	  cause	  the	  negotiators	  to	  reflect	  on	  the	  value	  of	  public	  space	  in	  the	  
city.	  
	  
These	  negotiations	  of	  space	  are	  growing	  with	  importance	  especially	  as	  cities	  increasingly	  pay	  
more	  attention	  to	  growing	  their	  economies.	  According	  to	  Mitchell	  (2003:	  34),	  “in	  a	  world	  
defined	  by	  private	  property,	  then,	  public	  space	  (as	  the	  space	  for	  representation)	  takes	  on	  
exceptional	  importance”.	  Where	  public	  spaces	  are	  only	  reserved	  for	  the	  few	  (those	  with	  
access	  to	  capital),	  this	  situation	  takes	  away	  other	  inhabitants’	  right	  of	  expression.	  Public	  
space	  thus	  plays	  a	  significant	  role	  in	  determining	  the	  ‘amount	  of	  rights’	  people	  have	  in	  cities	  
and	  how	  these	  rights	  are	  exercised.	  One	  rarely	  goes	  in	  the	  city	  to	  stay	  in	  private	  isolated	  
spaces.	  Even	  if	  they	  did,	  they	  would	  still	  use	  public	  spaces	  to	  access	  those	  private	  spaces.	  
Hence	  the	  role	  of	  public	  space	  has	  to	  be	  re-­‐evaluated	  in	  contributing	  to	  the	  level	  of	  
belonging	  (or	  not)	  in	  cities.	  To	  open	  up	  opportunities	  for	  negotiations	  means	  that	  we	  are	  
also	  beginning	  to	  think	  about	  the	  human	  and	  social	  fabric	  of	  the	  city	  and	  not	  just	  economic	  
aspects.	  The	  act	  of	  negotiation	  is	  therefore	  an	  expression	  of	  one’s	  right	  to	  be	  in	  the	  city,	  
which	  is	  heavily	  dependent	  on	  public	  space	  (Mitchell,	  2003).	  
	  
For	  the	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists,	  the	  negotiation	  of	  space	  is	  not	  an	  attempt	  to	  acquire	  
ownership	  over	  it.	  It	  is	  always	  about	  negotiating	  a	  time	  for	  access	  –	  when	  can	  the	  different	  
users	  use	  the	  space,	  for	  how	  long?	  “Access	  is	  about	  adapting	  or	  appropriating	  the	  language	  
of	  the	  dominant	  authority	  to	  being	  heard”	  (O’Kelly,	  2007:	  100).	  At	  some	  stage	  of	  
negotiating,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  have	  to	  be	  on	  the	  same	  level	  of	  understanding	  as	  the	  
security	  guards	  or	  the	  police.	  They	  need	  to	  understand	  the	  authority’s	  language	  and	  the	  
conditions	  that	  may	  come	  with	  accessing	  that	  particular	  space	  for	  a	  given	  time.	  Hence	  in	  the	  
process	  of	  negotiating	  space,	  sacrifices	  often	  need	  to	  be	  made	  on	  the	  side	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  
artists	  in	  order	  to	  ensure	  understanding	  and	  thus	  secure	  access.	  	  
	  
The	  skaters	  and	  artists	  therefore	  always	  come	  back	  to	  the	  city	  as	  that	  they	  understand	  that	  
it	  is	  merely	  a	  time	  issue	  –	  not	  about	  acquiring	  permanent	  ownership	  of	  a	  given	  space.	  This	  is	  
another	  reason	  why	  they	  are	  open	  to	  negotiating.	  Both	  skaters	  and	  artists	  understand	  that	  
public	  space	  is	  a	  common	  good	  and	  although	  they	  develop	  ties	  with	  it	  –	  it	  is	  not	  about	  
seeking	  to	  keep	  it	  for	  themselves.	  In	  fact,	  the	  more	  spaces	  are	  shared,	  the	  more	  they	  seem	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to	  grow	  more	  attractive	  for	  the	  two	  groups	  because	  the	  artists	  need	  an	  audience	  for	  their	  
art,	  while	  the	  skaters	  also	  want	  to	  know	  that	  they	  belong	  in	  a	  city	  that	  has	  people	  trying	  to	  
meet	  their	  own	  objectives.	  Seeing	  that	  this	  negotiation	  of	  space	  is	  mostly	  about	  time,	  some	  
forms	  of	  authority	  have	  seen	  this	  as	  an	  opportunity	  to	  make	  an	  extra	  income	  by	  soliciting	  
money	  from	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists.	  As	  Deutsche	  (1996)	  maintains,	  the	  negotiation	  of	  public	  
space	  in	  about	  finding	  opportunity	  in	  disputed	  openings.	  
	  
In	  summary,	  the	  negotiation	  of	  space	  is	  not	  always	  a	  confrontational	  act.	  It	  is	  an	  effort	  to	  
reach	  an	  agreement	  by	  two	  or	  more	  parties	  on	  how	  space	  should	  be	  used.	  It	  is	  a	  
consultation	  on	  how	  the	  conditions	  that	  a	  body	  of	  authority	  has	  laid	  on	  space	  can	  be	  made	  
flexible	  to	  accommodate	  an	  activity	  proposed	  by	  a	  group	  of	  young	  people	  with	  a	  common	  
goal.	  Hence	  the	  “right	  to	  freedom,	  to	  individualisation,	  to	  habitat	  and	  to	  inhabit”	  as	  Lefebvre	  
(1996:	  173)	  has	  discussed	  lies	  in	  the	  platform	  presented	  for	  negotiation.	  Public	  space	  is	  
contentious	  topic	  in	  Johannesburg	  because	  so	  many	  different	  people	  relate	  to	  it	  and	  all	  have	  
certain	  expectations	  out	  of	  it.	  To	  negotiate	  means	  we	  are	  trying	  to	  meet	  those	  expectations	  
we	  have	  of	  the	  space	  in	  question.	  It	  is	  also	  important	  to	  draw	  attention	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  this	  
process	  of	  negotiation	  is	  not	  always	  with	  a	  body	  of	  authority.	  Sometimes	  it	  is	  amongst	  the	  
different	  individuals	  and	  groups	  in	  that	  space.	  As	  Franck	  and	  Stevens	  (2007)	  maintain,	  access	  
to	  public	  space	  is	  not	  always	  easy;	  it	  often	  requires	  negotiation	  to	  resolve	  or	  avoid	  conflict.	  
	  
Power	  struggles?	  
	  
All	  three	  key	  concepts	  have	  a	  certain	  degree	  of	  power	  imbued	  in	  them.	  Appropriation	  hints	  a	  
level	  of	  power	  on	  the	  side	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists,	  while	  in	  the	  process	  of	  negotiation	  the	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  essentially	  recognising	  that	  there	  is	  a	  bigger	  power	  or	  authority	  over	  a	  
given	  space.	  In	  insurgency,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  acknowledge	  the	  existence	  of	  a	  higher	  
power	  but	  disregard	  that	  power	  by	  insisting	  on	  partaking	  in	  activities	  that	  benefit	  them	  and	  
subliminally	  or	  intentionally	  send	  a	  message	  to	  the	  concerned	  authority.	  	  
	  
An	  analysis	  of	  the	  power	  dynamics	  between	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  and	  the	  city	  (planners	  
and	  security	  guards),	  would	  require	  a	  new	  lens	  through	  which	  one	  could	  look	  at	  where	  the	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  sit	  in	  the	  power	  spectrum.	  This	  type	  of	  analysis	  would	  also	  shift	  the	  focus	  
away	  from	  the	  description	  of	  the	  practices	  of	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  in	  the	  city	  –	  which	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is	  paramount	  in	  this	  study.	  Hence	  power	  is	  not	  emphasised	  in	  this	  study	  as	  the	  focus	  is	  on	  
the	  process	  of	  how	  skaters	  and	  artists	  find	  their	  place	  in	  the	  inner	  city.	  A	  discussion	  of	  power	  
would	  dwell	  on	  particular	  incidents	  and	  moments	  thus	  falling	  short	  in	  explaining	  how	  things	  
progress	  especially	  when	  enquiring	  in	  terms	  of	  urban	  change.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  power	  is	  closely	  linked	  to	  politics.	  Once	  politics	  come	  into	  the	  picture,	  we	  
begin	  to	  talk	  about	  structures	  and	  the	  establishment.	  What	  this	  study	  seeks	  to	  do	  is	  engage	  
to	  the	  deepest	  possible	  level	  with	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  as	  unique	  and	  individual	  entities	  
before	  gaining	  an	  understanding	  of	  how	  they	  relate	  to	  the	  order	  of	  things.	  If	  power	  
dynamics	  are	  discussed,	  the	  focus	  would	  no	  longer	  be	  on	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  but	  also	  on	  
another	  party.	  At	  this	  point,	  the	  debate	  is	  not	  about	  who	  has	  more	  or	  less	  power	  and	  what	  
that	  power	  allows	  them	  to	  do.	  Although	  power	  is	  acknowledged	  and	  may	  in	  some	  respects	  
influence	  why	  certain	  spaces	  are	  appropriated	  over	  others,	  it	  does	  not	  adequately	  account	  
for	  how	  those	  same	  spaces	  are	  used.	  A	  discussion	  of	  power	  dynamics	  would	  only	  give	  a	  
partial	  explanation	  of	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  as	  urban	  practices	  by	  young	  people	  in	  
Johannesburg.	  The	  study	  is	  therefore	  interested	  in	  how	  insurgency,	  appropriation	  and	  
negotiation	  of	  space	  takes	  place	  rather	  than	  its	  philosophical	  backgrounds.	  
	  
Conceptual	  Framework	  
	  
The	  purpose	  of	  the	  framework	  is	  to	  highlight	  theoretical	  concepts	  that	  capture	  the	  essence	  
of	  the	  research	  question	  through	  the	  literature	  already	  discussed.	  This	  framework	  is	  strongly	  
linked	  to	  the	  research	  question	  as	  it	  is	  intended	  to	  assist	  formulate	  the	  questions	  the	  
participants	  need	  to	  answer	  through	  taking	  pictures.	  If	  the	  questions	  and	  the	  framework	  do	  
not	  speak	  to	  each	  other,	  the	  photographs	  would	  not	  be	  valuable	  in	  trying	  to	  answer	  the	  
research	  question.	  Additionally,	  the	  conceptual	  framework	  will	  assist	  in	  knowing	  what	  to	  
draw	  out	  of	  the	  pictures	  as	  well	  as	  the	  photo-­‐interviews	  that	  will	  follow.	  Hence	  this	  is	  both	  a	  
guiding	  tool	  into	  fieldwork	  as	  well	  through	  analysis	  to	  ensure	  that	  the	  research	  question	  is	  
adequately	  addressed.	  
	  
1. The	  question	  of	  identity	  in	  space	  
This	  first	  concept	  attempts	  to	  explore	  how	  one	  sees	  themself	  within	  ‘youth’	  as	  a	  social	  group	  
and	  ‘youth	  culture’	  as	  well	  as	  ‘the	  city’.	  As	  it	  has	  emerged	  in	  the	  literature,	  ‘youth’	  is	  difficult	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to	  define	  and	  has	  not	  been	  adequately	  interpreted	  as	  a	  lone	  unit.	  This	  first	  concept	  seeks	  a	  
definition	  from	  the	  participants	  themselves.	  Essentially,	  what	  makes	  them	  ‘youth’,	  how	  do	  
they	  see	  themselves	  as	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  in	  the	  city?	  	  
	  
The	  identity	  question	  in	  particular,	  links	  directly	  to	  the	  argument	  that	  the	  place	  of	  street	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  is	  not	  entirely	  understood	  in	  Johannesburg.	  Through	  this	  probe,	  I	  seek	  to	  
reveal	  a	  better	  understanding	  of	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  two	  particular	  groups	  of	  youth,	  by	  
first	  shedding	  some	  light	  on	  how	  they	  perceive	  themselves	  –	  who	  they	  think	  they	  are	  and	  
what	  they	  think	  their	  value	  is	  in	  contributing	  to	  life	  in	  the	  city.	  By	  first	  understanding	  who	  
the	  users	  of	  space	  are	  and	  how	  they	  see	  their	  activities	  in	  those	  spaces,	  one	  can	  begin	  to	  
understand	  the	  messages	  they	  put	  across	  through	  public	  spaces.	  
	  
2. Adaptive	  space	  
This	  second	  concept	  looks	  at	  environments	  that	  are	  appropriated	  for	  everyday	  use,	  such	  as	  
streets,	  vacant	  properties	  parking	  lots	  and	  others.	  These	  sites	  are	  appropriated	  for	  
spontaneous,	  improvisational	  and	  creative	  uses	  by	  young	  people.	  How	  are	  these	  spaces	  
identified,	  what	  about	  them	  makes	  them	  so	  attractive	  to	  what	  you	  do	  (skate	  or	  paint)	  as	  a	  
young	  person?	  These	  questions	  define	  an	  adaptive	  space	  as	  they	  seek	  answers	  that	  would	  
shed	  more	  light	  into	  the	  everyday	  situation	  of	  the	  skater	  or	  artist	  and	  how	  they	  take	  
ordinary	  spaces	  and	  adapt	  them	  for	  their	  own	  uses.	  
	  
3. Assertive	  space	  
Assertive	  space	  emerges	  when	  space	  is	  politicised	  to	  challenge	  dominant	  symbols	  and	  
codes.	  Such	  spaces	  often	  reflect	  and	  express	  an	  insurgent	  identity,	  especially	  when	  minority	  
group	  claims	  are	  not	  represented.	  Hence	  it	  often	  seeks	  to	  raise	  awareness,	  conscious	  issues	  
in	  society	  or	  amongst	  a	  certain	  social	  group.	  In	  this	  study,	  this	  kind	  of	  space	  could	  
characterised	  by	  graffiti	  or	  other	  forms	  of	  street	  art	  that	  communicate	  a	  particular	  message.	  
Street	  skating	  can	  also	  fall	  within	  such	  a	  space	  where	  skaters	  intentionally	  skate	  in	  certain	  
parts	  of	  the	  city	  to	  make	  a	  point,	  to	  show	  a	  level	  of	  resistance.	  
	  
4. Negotiative	  space	  
This	  deals	  with	  cultural	  interchange	  in	  the	  public	  realm.	  It	  looks	  at	  a	  coming	  together	  of	  
different	  groups	  of	  people,	  beyond	  symbolic	  representation	  of	  a	  particular	  group,	  toward	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the	  formation	  of	  polyvalent	  communities	  and	  the	  recognition	  of	  plural	  understandings.	  This	  
is	  a	  space	  of	  understanding	  and	  tolerance	  where	  all	  users	  have	  a	  common	  goal.	  	  
	  
The	  above	  four	  concepts	  deal	  with,	  quite	  directly,	  my	  concern	  with	  space	  and	  how	  a	  certain	  
groups	  use	  it,	  i.e.	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists.	  The	  last	  three	  concepts	  seek	  to	  look	  at	  space	  as	  a	  
multidimensional	  phenomenon	  and	  as	  platform	  for	  expression	  for	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists.	  
These	  concepts	  also	  recognise	  that	  within	  those	  expressions	  lie	  deeper	  issues	  that	  inform	  
the	  sort	  of	  expressions	  that	  that	  two	  groups	  of	  young	  people	  eventually	  end	  up	  making	  in	  
public	  space.	  
	  
Three	  of	  the	  four	  concepts	  (adaptive	  assertive	  and	  negotiative	  space)	  above	  are	  essentially	  
about	  the	  spatial	  aspects	  of	  the	  research	  question	  –	  where	  and	  what	  type	  of	  things	  take	  
place.	  The	  concepts	  attempt	  to	  understand	  where	  the	  activities	  take	  place	  in	  space,	  how	  
those	  spaces	  are	  accessed	  and	  what	  other	  cultural	  activities	  take	  place	  within	  those	  spaces.	  
This	  helps	  in	  gaining	  a	  broad	  understanding	  of	  the	  type	  of	  spaces	  that	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  
occupy.	  The	  question	  of	  identity	  in	  space	  thus	  begins	  to	  transcend	  the	  spatial	  sphere.	  It	  
attempts	  to	  draw	  out	  the	  intangible	  aspects	  of	  space	  –	  the	  stories,	  perspectives	  and	  
experiences	  of	  the	  users.	  Most	  of	  these	  elements	  will	  be	  revealed	  in	  the	  photo-­‐interviews	  
which	  will	  be	  recorded	  on	  video.	  These	  sessions	  will	  provide	  a	  much	  deeper	  understanding	  
of	  youth	  as	  an	  identity,	  elements	  associated	  with	  that	  identity,	  the	  way	  it	  is	  perceived	  by	  
others	  and	  ultimately	  beginning	  to	  understand	  how	  and	  why	  public	  space	  has	  been	  
appropriated	  by	  young	  people.	  
	  
Conclusion	  	  
	  
Public	  space	  is	  an	  integral	  part	  of	  the	  city	  and	  benefits	  many	  people	  with	  different	  
backgrounds,	  identities	  and	  cultural	  practices.	  Due	  to	  this	  fact,	  it	  is	  a	  space	  that	  is	  imbued	  
with	  some	  power	  struggles:	  who	  gets	  access	  to	  what	  space	  and	  how?	  Who	  gets	  excluded	  in	  
the	  process?	  How	  do	  the	  excluded	  try	  to	  make	  their	  way	  back	  in	  and	  for	  what	  reasons?	  
These	  are	  some	  of	  the	  questions	  that	  have	  been	  engaged	  with	  throughout	  the	  chapter	  and	  
are	  stretched	  even	  more	  through	  the	  methodology	  of	  the	  study.	  The	  common	  thread	  among	  
the	  three	  key	  concepts	  (insurgency,	  appropriation	  and	  negotiation)	  is	  that	  there	  are	  always	  
risks	  involved.	  The	  skaters	  and	  artists	  always	  make	  themselves	  vulnerable	  to	  potential	  risks	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whenever	  they	  try	  to	  negotiate	  space,	  or	  appropriate	  it	  or	  exercise	  insurgent	  activities.	  This	  
is	  part	  of	  the	  inner	  city	  experience	  –	  one	  they	  embrace	  and	  try	  to	  contribute	  to	  through	  
street	  skating	  and	  street	  art.	  In	  the	  next	  chapter,	  methodological	  tools	  in	  addressing	  the	  
research	  question	  are	  discussed.	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Introduction	  	  
The	  previous	  chapter	  has	  acted	  as	  a	  theoretical	  base	  on	  which	  this	  current	  chapter	  is	  built.	  In	  
this	  chapter,	  the	  research	  process	  is	  crystallised	  by	  outlining	  the	  steps	  taken	  in	  collecting	  
data,	  the	  methods	  used	  in	  doing	  so	  as	  well	  as	  the	  participants	  who	  have	  played	  a	  key	  role	  in	  
being	  the	  primary	  sources	  of	  the	  data.	  
	  
As	  this	  is	  a	  qualitative	  study,	  the	  approach	  adopted	  as	  well	  as	  the	  methods	  used	  needed	  to	  
resonate	  with	  its	  nature	  of	  being	  a	  qualitative	  study.	  A	  qualitative	  research	  collects	  evidence	  
and	  is	  particularly	  effective	  in	  obtaining	  culturally	  distinct	  information	  about	  values,	  
opinions,	  behaviors	  and	  social	  contexts	  of	  particular	  populations”	  (Dwyer	  and	  Buckle,	  2009).	  
Such	  a	  study	  emphasises	  the	  softer,	  humanistic	  features	  of	  research	  and	  allows	  for	  
experiential	  knowledge	  to	  come	  to	  the	  fore.	  	  Hence	  a	  qualitative	  researcher	  is	  enabled	  to	  
delve	  in	  to	  the	  deepest	  level	  possible	  in	  reflecting	  on	  experiences	  and	  knowledge	  of	  the	  
participants	  as	  they	  bring	  them	  forward	  (Dwyer	  and	  Buckle,	  2009;	  Atkinson	  &	  Flint,	  2001).	  
Thus	  the	  methods	  adopted	  in	  this	  study	  seek	  to	  address	  the	  research	  question	  by	  uncovering	  
as	  much	  as	  possible	  through	  various	  techniques.	  
	  
In	  addressing	  the	  research	  question,	  i.e.	  how	  and	  why	  have	  youth	  appropriated	  space	  in	  
Newtown	  –	  a	  case	  study	  approach	  has	  been	  adopted.	  This	  is	  an	  approach	  in	  which	  “a	  case	  is	  
examined	  in	  detail	  and	  analysed	  in	  depth	  using	  research	  tools	  most	  appropriate	  to	  the	  
enquiry”	  (AAPS,	  undated:	  5).	  The	  case	  being	  studied	  is	  the	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists.	  
By	  dealing	  directly	  with	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists,	  I	  am	  opening	  up	  scope	  for	  new	  ideas	  that	  will	  
emerge	  through	  interaction	  with	  them.	  If	  the	  case	  study	  were	  a	  place	  such	  as	  Newtown,	  for	  
example,	  knowledge	  would	  be	  limited	  to	  that	  locality.	  Hence	  by	  focusing	  on	  the	  participants	  
and	  less	  on	  the	  physical	  place,	  I	  am	  seeking	  to	  understand	  all	  dynamics	  involved	  in	  their	  
respective	  activities.	  
	  
Within	  the	  case	  study	  approach,	  there	  are	  two	  methods	  of	  enquiry	  used:	  autophotography	  
and	  video.	  Autophotography	  is	  a	  visual	  qualitative	  research	  method	  using	  images	  where	  the	  
photography	  is	  conducted	  by	  the	  participants	  themselves	  (Johnsen	  et	  al,	  2008).	  The	  
participants	  are	  each	  handed	  a	  disposable	  camera	  and	  a	  set	  of	  nine	  questions	  to	  answer	  by	  
taking	  pictures.	  After	  the	  pictures	  are	  taken,	  photo-­‐interviews	  follow	  where	  each	  participant	  
elaborates	  on	  the	  photographs	  they	  have	  taken.	  This	  step	  is	  important	  as	  it	  is	  not	  possible	  
for	  me	  to	  bring	  out	  any	  meanings	  from	  the	  photographs	  without	  verbal	  elaboration	  of	  the	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participants.	  This	  is	  where	  video	  is	  primarily	  used.	  Video	  here	  becomes	  an	  important	  tool	  
towards	  analysis	  as	  I	  can	  watch	  the	  interviews	  again	  later,	  studying	  in	  greater	  detail	  the	  
language	  used	  by	  the	  participants,	  their	  reactions	  to	  questions	  and	  other	  non-­‐verbal	  clues.	  
These	  elements	  are	  helpful	  in	  qualitative	  analysis	  as	  they	  can	  communicate	  the	  sort	  of	  
relationships	  that	  exist	  between	  the	  participants	  and	  space	  thus	  beginning	  to	  understand	  
why	  space	  is	  appropriated.	  	  
	  
Thus	  the	  analytical	  tools	  used	  are	  content	  analysis	  and	  ethnomethodology.	  Content	  analysis	  
is	  primarily	  a	  quantitative	  method	  (Berelson,	  1952)	  but	  in	  this	  study	  it	  is	  used	  to	  monitor	  key	  
trends	  from	  the	  photographs	  as	  well	  as	  the	  key	  themes	  that	  emerge	  out	  of	  the	  photo-­‐
interviews.	  Ethnomethodology	  emphasises	  experience,	  the	  way	  in	  which	  people	  make	  sense	  
of	  their	  everyday	  experiences	  (Ball	  and	  Smith	  (2003),	  thus	  being	  helpful	  in	  beginning	  to	  
understand	  some	  of	  the	  reason	  why	  space	  is	  appropriated	  by	  the	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists.	  
These	  two	  analytical	  tools	  are	  used	  to	  analyse	  both	  the	  photographs	  as	  well	  as	  the	  video,	  
which	  is	  essentially	  the	  photo-­‐interviews.	  By	  marrying	  the	  two	  analytical	  techniques,	  a	  richer	  
analysis	  can	  be	  conducted	  where	  the	  limitations	  of	  one	  tool	  is	  supplemented	  by	  the	  
positives	  of	  the	  other.	  
	  
The	  participants	  in	  the	  study	  –	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  –	  were	  identified	  mainly	  
through	  snowball	  sampling	  method.	  This	  is	  a	  research	  technique	  for	  finding	  research	  
participants,	  where	  one	  subject	  gives	  the	  researcher	  the	  name	  of	  another	  subject,	  who	  in	  
turn	  provides	  the	  name	  of	  a	  third,	  and	  so	  forth	  (Vogt,	  1999).	  I	  only	  knew	  two	  of	  the	  skaters,	  
Linda	  and	  Anthony,	  but	  the	  rest	  including	  the	  street	  artists	  were	  found	  through	  snowball	  
sampling.	  This	  method	  became	  very	  important	  in	  establishing	  trust	  between	  myself	  and	  the	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  as	  there	  was	  always	  someone	  (one	  of	  their	  own)	  to	  introduce	  me	  to	  the	  
rest	  of	  the	  others.	  It	  would	  have	  been	  a	  great	  challenge	  in	  meeting	  participants	  and	  snowball	  
sampling	  made	  it	  easier	  by	  giving	  me	  an	  ‘entry	  window’,	  an	  initial	  contact	  which	  in	  terms	  of	  
skaters,	  was	  Tyrone	  and	  street	  artist	  Nolan.	  	  
	  
The	  chapter	  is	  thus	  divided	  into	  three	  sections:	  pre-­‐fieldwork,	  fieldwork	  and	  post-­‐fieldwork.	  
The	  initial	  section	  outlines	  all	  of	  the	  methods,	  approaches	  and	  techniques	  adopted	  in	  the	  
research.	  This	  is	  also	  the	  theoretical	  backdrop	  of	  the	  methods	  used	  in	  the	  study,	  aiming	  to	  
provide	  a	  solid	  foundation	  for	  the	  methods’	  usage	  in	  fieldwork.	  The	  second	  section	  
essentially	  deals	  with	  questions	  surrounding	  the	  way	  the	  identified	  methods	  were	  used.	  In	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summary,	  the	  last	  section	  outlines	  a	  plan	  for	  analysing	  all	  the	  data	  collected.	  This	  section	  is	  
very	  important	  in	  ensuring	  that	  the	  data	  collected	  is	  credible	  and	  reliable	  enough	  to	  ensure	  a	  
better	  understanding	  of	  public	  space	  in	  the	  city	  of	  Johannesburg.	  In	  conclusion,	  the	  
challenges	  and	  lesson	  learnt	  from	  using	  the	  methods	  are	  highlighted.	  
1.	  Pre-­‐field	  work:	  methods	  and	  techniques	  
	  
Adopting	  a	  case	  study	  perspective…	  
	  The	  case	  being	  studied	  here	  are	  the	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists.	  The	  case	  was	  initially	  
Newtown	  as	  a	  space	  that	  the	  skaters	  in	  the	  city	  occupy	  and	  express	  their	  identities.	  As	  time	  
progressed	  and	  the	  skaters	  were	  beginning	  to	  be	  understood,	  it	  was	  realised	  that	  this	  group	  
of	  young	  people	  is	  very	  mobile	  in	  the	  city	  and	  they	  move	  around.	  Although	  Newtown	  acts	  as	  
an	  ‘anchor’	  for	  their	  activities	  and	  is	  central	  to	  their	  own	  group	  and	  individual	  identities,	  
they	  have	  spread	  throughout	  the	  city.	  Hence	  the	  case	  study	  has	  shifted	  from	  focusing	  on	  
Newtown	  as	  a	  space	  for	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city,	  the	  skaters,	  to	  the	  skaters	  being	  the	  focus	  
of	  the	  study.	  It	  is	  no	  longer	  just	  about	  Newtown.	  I	  am	  seeking	  to	  know	  what	  drives	  the	  
skaters	  to	  the	  places	  they	  appropriate	  for	  their	  skating.	  What	  keeps	  them	  coming	  back,	  what	  
sort	  of	  challenges	  they	  face	  in	  the	  city	  as	  young	  people	  eagerly	  searching	  for	  spaces	  where	  
they	  can	  just	  be	  themselves.	  Hence	  this	  shift	  in	  case	  study	  is	  envisioned	  to	  reveal	  much	  more	  
about	  the	  nature	  of	  public	  space	  in	  the	  city	  and	  the	  sort	  of	  relationships	  that	  young	  people	  
have	  built	  with	  those	  spaces.	  
	  
This	  shift	  is	  also	  appropriate	  as	  it	  makes	  it	  easier	  for	  me	  as	  a	  researcher	  to	  understand	  the	  
city	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  its	  youthful	  population	  –	  the	  people	  that	  are	  constantly	  in	  the	  
streets	  of	  the	  city,	  contributing	  to	  the	  daily	  atmosphere	  and	  energy	  of	  the	  city	  itself.	  In	  this	  
quest,	  I	  have	  also	  met	  up	  with	  street	  artists	  that	  are	  now	  part	  of	  the	  study	  as	  well.	  The	  
introduction	  of	  the	  street	  artists	  acts	  as	  a	  larger	  lens	  through	  which	  the	  broader	  youth	  
culture	  in	  the	  city	  can	  be	  understood.	  This	  introduction	  also	  validates	  my	  usage	  of	  the	  
phrases	  ‘young	  people	  in	  the	  city’	  and	  ‘youth	  cultures	  in	  the	  city’.	  It	  is	  no	  longer	  a	  single	  
group	  of	  young	  people,	  but	  I	  am	  gathering	  and	  learning	  about	  their	  perspectives	  on	  the	  
spaces	  they	  occupy,	  how	  they	  understand	  their	  place	  in	  the	  city	  and	  the	  sort	  of	  battles	  they	  
come	  across	  everyday	  in	  those	  spaces.	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The	  only	  difference	  between	  this	  study	  and	  a	  traditional	  ‘case	  study’	  is	  that	  a	  full	  case	  study	  
research	  emphasises	  developmental	  factors	  on	  how	  a	  particular	  process	  unfolded	  (AAPS,	  
undated).	  As	  a	  study	  that	  places	  participants	  at	  the	  core,	  the	  participants	  will	  be	  the	  ones	  to	  
reveal	  the	  development	  of	  their	  skating	  and	  painting	  patterns	  in	  the	  city.	  Hence	  participants	  
have	  the	  knowledge	  with	  regards	  to	  developmental	  factors	  of	  how,	  for	  example,	  they	  have	  
appropriated	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  Compared	  to	  a	  traditional	  case	  study	  research	  
therefore,	  this	  study	  does	  not	  look	  at	  a	  single	  event	  but	  a	  series	  of	  experiences	  of	  the	  
participants	  as	  revealed	  through	  autophotography	  and	  photo-­‐interviews.	  	  
	  
Hence	  the	  shift	  to	  a	  case	  study	  that	  was	  rooted	  in	  a	  small	  part	  of	  the	  city	  (Newtown)	  to	  one	  
that	  is	  focused	  on	  the	  participants	  which	  has	  laid	  the	  foundation	  to	  beginning	  to	  understand,	  
how	  and	  why	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city	  appropriate	  public	  spaces	  for	  their	  own	  needs.	  In	  this	  
enquiry,	  I	  have	  used	  visual	  and	  creative	  methods	  that	  would	  assist	  me	  in	  engaging	  with	  the	  
youth	  in	  a	  less	  paternalistic	  and	  intimidating	  manner.	  These	  methods	  are	  autophotography	  
and	  video	  –	  both	  exciting	  to	  young	  people,	  judging	  from	  a	  previous	  study	  I	  conducted	  with	  a	  
group	  of	  students	  in	  Yeoville	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  It	  is	  envisioned	  that	  because	  these	  methods	  are	  
interactive	  and	  already	  fairly	  familiar	  amongst	  young	  people,	  they	  will	  be	  more	  helpful	  in	  
enabling	  me	  to	  tap	  into	  their	  worlds.	  I	  preferred	  a	  method	  that	  would	  not	  make	  participating	  
in	  the	  study	  seem	  formal.	  This	  is	  an	  exciting	  method	  which	  the	  participants	  can	  be	  
comfortable	  being	  part	  of,	  due	  to	  their	  familiarity	  with	  technology	  and	  gadgets	  (Dollinger	  &	  
Dollinger,	  2003).	  
	  
Autophotography	  as	  a	  research	  method	  
Autophotography	  is	  a	  visual	  qualitative	  research	  method	  using	  images,	  in	  which	  the	  
photography	  is	  conducted	  by	  research	  participants	  themselves	  (Johnsen	  et	  al,	  2008).	  It	  is	  
self-­‐directed	  photography	  where	  the	  photographs	  are	  produced	  by	  participants	  and	  not	  by	  
the	  researcher	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  	  The	  method	  is	  used	  mostly	  in	  the	  field	  of	  social	  sciences	  and	  
assists	  researchers	  to	  know	  more	  about	  the	  participants,	  the	  way	  in	  which	  they	  see	  and	  
understand	  their	  immediate	  environments	  on	  a	  day-­‐to-­‐day	  basis	  (Dollinger	  &	  Dollinger,	  
2003).	  Participants	  are	  presented	  with	  the	  opportunity	  of	  telling	  their	  stories	  from	  their	  
perspectives	  through	  the	  taking	  of	  photographs.	  	  
	  
The	  method	  has	  been	  used	  widely	  due	  to	  its	  great	  utility	  in	  examining	  how	  participants	  
understand	  and	  interpret	  the	  world	  and	  their	  place	  within	  it	  (Johnsen,	  et	  al,	  2008).	  Young	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people	  have	  largely	  been	  misunderstood	  in	  African	  cities	  (Hansen,	  2008)	  and	  
autophotography	  works	  very	  well	  in	  beginning	  to	  challenge	  preconceived	  notions	  of	  youth	  
as	  the	  participants	  are	  in	  charge	  of	  the	  photography,	  communicating	  their	  perceptions	  
through	  the	  camera.	  As	  Johnsen,	  et	  al	  (2008)	  maintain,	  photographs	  act	  as	  tangible	  
resources	  helping	  research	  participants	  tell	  a	  narrative	  about	  themselves	  (and	  their	  everyday	  
geographies)	  that	  retains	  a	  solid	  sense	  of	  social	  and	  personal	  context.	  
	  
Autophotography	  also	  came	  out	  strongly	  as	  a	  method	  of	  query	  as	  it	  responds	  to	  [cultural]	  
geography’s	  methodological	  conservatism	  and	  unwillingness	  to	  move	  beyond	  well-­‐
established	  methods	  such	  as	  in-­‐depth	  interviews	  (Thrift,	  2000).	  It	  is	  more	  creative,	  exploring	  
other	  ways	  of	  achieving	  research	  that	  is	  participatory	  in	  nature	  as	  well	  as	  augmenting	  
analysis	  for	  a	  much	  richer	  end	  result.	  The	  method	  can	  also	  be	  supplemented	  with	  others	  
such	  as	  interviews,	  which	  is	  the	  chosen	  path	  of	  this	  research	  (explained	  further	  below).	  
Autophotography	  therefore	  makes	  possible	  to	  see	  new	  opportunities	  in	  qualitative	  research,	  
clarifying	  ideas	  where	  language	  fails	  as	  the	  method	  relies	  on	  pictures.	  	  
	  
As	  images	  are	  central	  in	  this	  study,	  one	  wonders	  what	  it	  is	  images	  convey,	  how	  do	  they	  do	  
this	  and	  to	  whom?	  The	  way	  that	  anyone	  working	  with	  images	  in	  research	  answers	  these	  
questions	  depends	  on	  their	  position	  (Stanczak,	  2007),	  the	  stance	  they	  take	  with	  regards	  to	  
the	  images	  and	  what	  they	  seek	  to	  get	  out	  of	  the	  images.	  Hence	  we	  begin	  to	  learn	  that	  
images	  always	  have	  extra	  information,	  other	  elements	  that	  do	  not	  always	  make	  part	  of	  the	  
argument	  being	  made.	  Therefore	  images	  provide	  a	  direct	  route	  to	  learning	  about	  our	  ways	  
of	  life	  in	  cities;	  they	  no	  longer	  just	  serve	  a	  purpose	  of	  illustrating.	  When	  the	  audience’s	  own	  
memories	  and	  experiences	  of	  the	  city	  are	  triggered,	  the	  images	  no	  longer	  serve	  a	  purpose	  of	  
illustrating.	  Once	  they	  engage	  the	  viewer	  n	  this	  way,	  they	  spark	  debate,	  raise	  issues	  in	  
society,	  challenge	  predominant	  ideas.	  As	  Stanczak	  (2007:	  3)	  argues,	  "images	  are	  not	  merely	  
appendages	  to	  the	  research	  but	  rather	  inseparable	  components	  to	  learning	  about	  our	  social	  
worlds".	  
	  
Advantages	  of	  autophotography	  
One	  of	  the	  biggest	  advantages	  of	  autophotography	  is	  that	  it	  acknowledges	  that	  the	  language	  
used	  by	  researchers	  in	  interviews	  and	  questionnaires	  often	  creates	  frames	  within	  which	  
knowledge	  is	  realised	  (Johnsen,	  et	  al,	  2008).	  Certain	  questions	  and	  the	  way	  in	  which	  they	  are	  
asked,	  prompts	  for	  particular	  answers	  from	  the	  respondent.	  With	  autophotography	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however,	  participants	  are	  out	  on	  their	  own	  as	  they	  answer	  the	  given	  questions.	  This	  means	  
there	  is	  no	  pressure	  by	  the	  researcher	  and	  although	  the	  question	  is	  written	  down	  on	  paper,	  
the	  participant	  has	  the	  freedom	  to	  choose	  how	  they	  wish	  to	  answer	  it.	  The	  realisation	  of	  
knowledge	  through	  this	  approach	  is	  made	  more	  fluid	  and	  interesting	  –	  the	  participant	  is	  not	  
intimidated	  by	  the	  researcher’s	  knowledge	  and	  thus	  more	  free	  and	  willing	  to	  be	  an	  active	  
participants	  in	  the	  project	  without	  being	  made	  to	  feel	  small	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  
	  
Autophotography	  is	  also	  advantageous	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  one	  no	  longer	  relies	  on	  
researcher-­‐generated	  images	  (Johnsen,	  et	  al,	  2008).	  This	  is	  one	  of	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  
autophotography	  has	  shifted	  from	  a	  conservative	  nature	  where	  the	  researcher	  was	  in	  
charge	  of	  all	  aspects	  of	  the	  research	  –	  including	  taking	  photographs.	  There	  has	  been	  a	  
growing	  dissatisfaction	  with	  this	  trend	  (ibid)	  and	  autophotography	  is	  the	  alternative	  where	  
participants	  generate	  the	  images	  required	  for	  the	  research.	  	  This	  way,	  researchers	  will	  be	  
less	  prone	  to	  making	  stereotypes	  about	  their	  topic	  of	  study,	  as	  they	  have	  witnessed	  it	  from	  
people	  most	  familiar	  with	  that	  topic	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  According	  to	  Dollinger	  and	  Dollinger	  
(2003),	  this	  is	  what	  makes	  autophotography	  “richly	  revealing”,	  as	  it	  illuminates	  ‘hidden’	  
spaces	  that	  do	  not	  typically	  feature	  in	  public	  or	  academic	  discourse	  (Johnsen,	  et	  al,	  2008).	  	  
	  
Lastly,	  autophotography	  challenges	  the	  unequal	  power	  relations	  that	  exist	  between	  
researchers	  and	  researched	  that	  have	  been	  prominent	  (Johnsen,	  et	  al,	  2008).	  As	  hinted	  
earlier,	  research	  participants	  often	  feel	  inferior	  to	  researchers	  as	  they	  are	  associated	  with	  
large	  institutions	  and	  are	  thus	  seen	  as	  more	  powerful	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  This	  perception	  alone	  
goes	  as	  far	  as	  shaping	  the	  type	  of	  answers	  participants	  will	  give	  the	  researcher.	  	  Responses	  
might	  be	  kept	  short	  and	  unexplained	  due	  to	  that	  fear	  of	  the	  researcher	  and	  of	  being	  ‘wrong’	  
in	  their	  presence.	  In	  autophotography,	  there	  is	  less	  tension	  between	  researcher	  and	  
researched.	  The	  researcher	  relies	  on	  photographs	  generated	  by	  participants	  and	  not	  only	  
does	  this	  make	  them	  feel	  more	  empowered	  and	  at	  ease,	  but	  also	  allows	  them	  to	  enjoy	  
themselves	  and	  increases	  their	  observation	  skills	  (Garrod,	  2008).	  
	  
Limitations	  of	  autophotography	  
The	  initial	  limitation	  is	  that	  autophotography	  has	  a	  very	  low	  completion	  rate	  mainly	  due	  to	  
its	  logistical	  and	  ethical	  challenges	  especially	  when	  working	  with	  vulnerable	  groups	  such	  as	  
children	  or	  the	  homeless	  (Johnsen,	  et	  al,	  2008).	  Researchers	  using	  the	  method	  often	  appear	  
to	  be	  ‘taking	  advantage’	  of	  such	  groups	  of	  people	  who	  are	  desperate	  and	  mostly	  do	  not	  earn	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an	  income	  at	  all	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  In	  other	  studies	  where	  participants	  were	  handed	  cameras	  
for	  the	  project,	  some	  have	  failed	  to	  return	  the	  cameras	  –	  reporting	  cameras	  stolen	  or	  not	  
reporting	  back	  at	  all.	  This	  was	  an	  encounter	  in	  a	  study	  with	  homeless	  people	  in	  the	  USA,	  
where	  twenty-­‐five	  disposable	  cameras	  were	  distributed	  and	  only	  seven	  were	  returned	  
(Phasha,	  2010).	  Therefore	  a	  notable	  limitation	  here	  is	  that	  the	  method	  becomes	  very	  
resource-­‐intensive	  (in	  terms	  of	  time	  and	  money),	  where	  the	  researcher	  will	  have	  to	  take	  into	  
account	  extra	  costs	  to	  be	  incurred	  for	  the	  project	  to	  successfully	  reach	  completion.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  societal	  norms	  often	  shape	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  people	  want	  themselves	  and	  
their	  lifestyles	  to	  be	  seen	  by	  others,	  thereby	  influencing	  the	  selection	  and	  framing	  of	  images	  
for	  a	  particular	  audience	  (Johnsen,	  et	  al,	  2008).	  Thus	  the	  everyday	  hard	  realities	  might	  not	  
be	  portrayed,	  or	  might	  be	  tempered	  by	  the	  participants	  themselves	  –	  for	  example	  tidying	  up	  
spaces,	  dressing	  in	  a	  particular	  way	  or	  omitting	  other	  photos	  for	  presentation	  (Phasha,	  
2010).	  However,	  this	  does	  not	  limit	  my	  research	  to	  a	  great	  extent	  as	  participants	  are	  not	  
asked	  to	  photograph	  personal	  spaces	  such	  as	  their	  home	  environments	  and	  so	  on,	  but	  the	  
focus	  is	  on	  public	  spaces	  which	  is	  something	  shared	  with	  all	  members	  of	  society	  and	  thus	  
less	  personal	  in	  that	  sense.	  The	  awareness	  of	  these	  limitations	  as	  well	  as	  having	  used	  
autophotography	  in	  the	  past	  assists	  in	  avoiding	  the	  same	  errors	  again	  and	  being	  better	  
equipped	  for	  any	  new	  ones	  that	  might	  emerge.	  This	  an	  awareness	  of	  these	  limitations	  
improves	  my	  performance	  as	  a	  researcher	  and	  also	  makes	  the	  method	  a	  sharper	  tool	  to	  
adopt	  in	  visual	  research.	  
	  
Research	  film/video	  
“Film	  as	  an	  illustration	  of	  culture	  is	  unmatched	  in	  its	  ethnographic	  conviction”	  (Collier,	  1967:	  
122).	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Scholars	  such	  as	  Hernandez-­‐Albujar	  (2007)	  have	  argued	  that	  a	  visual	  method	  such	  as	  video	  
often	  allows	  for	  a	  holistic,	  critical	  and	  reflective	  understanding	  of	  participants'	  experiences.	  
Such	  methods	  supplement	  dialogue,	  filling	  in	  the	  gaps	  that	  may	  be	  left	  by	  words	  used	  alone.	  
Video	  is	  an	  engaging	  methodology,	  "it	  does	  more	  than	  just	  tell	  a	  story:	  it	  more	  closely	  
reproduces	  the	  feelings,	  lived	  experiences,	  and	  sensations	  of	  the	  participants"	  (ibid:	  284).	  In	  
this	  way,	  it	  is	  more	  captivating;	  the	  scenes	  are	  multilayered	  as	  there	  is	  sound	  and	  images	  
altogether,	  implying	  that	  even	  the	  emotions	  of	  the	  participants	  can	  be	  extended	  to	  the	  
viewer	  thus	  making	  it	  easier	  to	  drive	  a	  point	  across.	  Including	  video	  in	  the	  study	  further	  
enables	  it	  to	  reach	  a	  broader	  audience	  outside	  the	  academic	  realm,	  spreading	  interest	  in	  the	  
topic	  of	  young	  people	  and	  their	  experiences	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
Working	  with	  film	  for	  scientific	  research	  purposes	  however,	  it	  is	  easy	  to	  drift	  into	  filming	  for	  
entertainment	  and	  forget	  about	  the	  scientific	  objectives	  of	  the	  film	  (Collier,	  1967).	  
Researchers	  should	  thus	  proceed	  with	  an	  awareness	  of	  what	  the	  film	  is	  set	  to	  achieve,	  and	  
not	  always	  worry	  about	  entertaining	  the	  audience.	  As	  Collier	  (1967:	  122)	  maintains,	  “in	  a	  
subtle	  tense	  when	  the	  anthropologist	  worries	  about	  this	  audience	  he	  may	  be	  departing	  from	  
his	  goals	  of	  scientific	  recording”.	  
	  
A	  research	  film	  has	  to	  have	  a	  theme,	  a	  common	  thread	  in	  the	  story	  that	  is	  being	  told.	  The	  
challenge	  is	  how	  the	  researcher	  can	  make	  footage	  he	  can	  use	  for	  research,	  while	  also	  
making	  it	  educational	  at	  the	  same	  time	  (Collier,	  1967).	  An	  answer	  to	  this	  is	  linked	  to	  the	  
point	  discussed	  above	  –	  on	  keeping	  constant	  with	  the	  research	  goal,	  the	  scientific	  objective	  
and	  not	  so	  much	  about	  the	  audience.	  When	  this	  happens,	  the	  researcher	  is	  committed	  
The	  study	  refrains	  from	  using	  film	  to	  a	  great	  technical	  level.	  For	  its	  purposes	  in	  the	  study,	  
film	  is	  used	  merely	  to	  record	  the	  discussions	  held	  with	  the	  participants	  of	  the	  study.	  
There	  is	  no	  script	  for	  this	  kind	  of	  film.	  Hence	  the	  way	  that	  film	  is	  used	  in	  the	  study	  is	  as	  
though	  it	  is	  an	  observer,	  observing	  records	  all	  interview	  sessions	  held.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  
film	  in	  ethnography	  becomes	  quite	  technical,	  with	  decisions	  having	  to	  be	  made	  such	  as	  
deciding	  what	  is	  to	  be	  filmed	  and	  what	  is	  not,	  what	  lenses	  to	  be	  used	  for	  what	  effect	  as	  
well	  as	  camera	  angles.	  In	  this	  research,	  a	  simplistic	  approach	  is	  adopted	  where	  film	  is	  
only	  used	  to	  record	  the	  interviews	  held,	  thus	  assisting	  in	  gathering	  data.	  Even	  in	  the	  
analysis	  phase,	  it	  is	  not	  the	  film	  itself	  that	  is	  to	  be	  analysed	  but	  rather	  its	  contents.	  	  
	   56	  
completely	  to	  the	  study,	  being	  able	  to	  assess	  every	  aspect	  to	  it	  and	  thus	  coming	  out	  with	  an	  
educational	  as	  well	  as	  compelling	  film	  in	  the	  end.	  
	  
According	  to	  Michaelis	  (1955),	  film	  is	  an	  invaluable	  instrument	  of	  observation,	  description	  
and	  permanent	  source	  of	  data	  in	  research.	  Data	  captured	  on	  film	  is	  timeless,	  it	  can	  be	  
revisited	  countlessly	  and	  analysed	  at	  a	  later	  stage.	  By	  watching	  the	  film	  produced,	  the	  
researcher	  becomes	  a	  very	  close	  observer	  to	  the	  participant	  –	  their	  reactions,	  body	  language	  
and	  responses	  to	  questions.	  This	  is	  precisely	  what	  I	  wish	  to	  achieve	  in	  this	  study	  by	  recording	  
the	  photo-­‐interview	  sessions.	  These	  sessions	  tell	  a	  story,	  reveal	  much	  about	  youth	  cultures	  
in	  the	  streets	  of	  Johannesburg	  and	  capturing	  them	  on	  film	  enables	  myself	  as	  the	  researcher	  
to	  pay	  undivided	  attention.	  Film	  would	  also	  ensure	  a	  much	  deeper	  engagement	  with	  the	  
data	  by	  being	  able	  to	  study	  it	  in	  greater	  detail	  even	  after	  the	  interview	  has	  taken	  place.	  As	  
Collier	  (1967:	  123)	  argues,	  “film	  then	  becomes	  a	  means	  of	  mastering	  the	  culturally	  
spontaneous	  observation	  by	  shifting	  the	  clinical	  analysis	  to	  the	  research	  laboratory	  where	  it	  
can	  be	  studied	  at	  leisure”.	  
	  
Film	  recording	  is	  very	  valuable	  in	  research	  as	  it	  gives	  a	  much	  more	  complete	  picture.	  It	  does	  
not	  freeze	  a	  moment	  as	  photographs	  do.	  For	  example,	  “the	  emotional	  chain	  is	  too	  broken	  in	  
photographs;	  its	  time	  slices	  are	  too	  far	  apart”	  (Collier,	  1967:	  129).	  Hence	  film	  is	  closer	  to	  
reflecting	  reality	  due	  to	  its	  continuous	  recording	  nature.	  While	  still	  photographs	  are	  also	  
informative	  in	  their	  own	  right,	  they	  do	  omit	  other	  dimensions	  of	  reality	  such	  as	  sound,	  
motion	  and	  so	  forth.	  As	  Collier	  (1967:	  129)	  further	  attests,	  “only	  the	  moving	  picture	  film	  can	  
record	  the	  realism	  of	  time	  and	  motion,	  or	  the	  psychological	  reality	  of	  varieties	  of	  
interpersonal	  relations”.	  The	  multilayered	  nature	  of	  film	  thus	  makes	  it	  a	  powerful	  medium	  
to	  use	  in	  qualitative	  research,	  one	  that	  often	  deals	  with	  people’s	  experiences	  and	  their	  own	  
interpretation	  of	  their	  everyday	  spaces.	  The	  adoption	  of	  film	  also	  resonates	  with	  the	  
research	  question	  exceptionally	  well	  as	  it	  literally	  absorbs	  the	  reasons	  why	  space	  .has	  been	  
appropriated.	  Through	  that	  “absorbing”,	  the	  information	  is	  made	  available	  at	  a	  later	  stage	  
and	  still	  in	  its	  crude	  form.	  
	  
Finding	  participants	  
As	  indicated	  in	  the	  previous	  chapters,	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  were	  the	  participants	  
in	  this	  study.	  In	  meeting	  some	  of	  the	  participants,	  snowball	  sampling	  became	  central.	  
Snowball	  sampling	  can	  be	  defined	  as	  “a	  technique	  for	  finding	  research	  subjects.	  One	  subject	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gives	  the	  researcher	  the	  name	  of	  another	  subject,	  who	  in	  turn	  provides	  the	  name	  of	  a	  third,	  
and	  so	  on.”	  (Atkinson	  and	  Flint,	  2001:	  2).	  According	  to	  Atkinson	  and	  Flint	  (2001),	  the	  
technique	  is	  very	  useful	  in	  studies	  seeking	  to	  access	  difficult	  to	  reach	  or	  hidden	  populations.	  
Snowball	  sampling	  makes	  it	  possible	  for	  researchers	  to	  dig	  deeper	  in	  their	  query	  through	  
every	  informant	  they	  interact	  with	  in	  the	  process	  because	  the	  method	  takes	  advantage	  of	  
the	  social	  networks	  of	  identified	  respondents	  to	  provide	  a	  researcher	  with	  an	  ever-­‐
expanding	  set	  of	  potential	  contacts	  (Thomson,	  1997).	  	  
According	  to	  Atkinson	  and	  Flint	  (2001:	  3),	  “the	  main	  value	  of	  snowball	  sampling	  is	  that	  it	  is	  a	  
method	  for	  obtaining	  respondents	  where	  they	  are	  few	  in	  number	  or	  where	  some	  degree	  of	  
trust	  is	  required	  to	  initiate	  contact”.	  There	  are	  not	  many	  street	  skaters	  in	  the	  city	  and	  the	  
skaters	  are	  the	  only	  ones	  that	  know	  most	  about	  each	  other.	  Through	  Tyrone,	  the	  first	  skater	  
I	  met,	  I	  was	  indeed	  able	  to	  build	  a	  degree	  of	  trust	  with	  the	  other	  street	  skaters	  that	  I	  met	  
through	  him.	  Furthermore,	  them	  seeing	  me	  with	  him	  also	  helped	  the	  situation	  as	  I	  became	  
less	  of	  a	  stranger.	  As	  Atkinson	  and	  Flint	  (2001:	  3)	  maintain,	  “trust	  may	  be	  developed	  as	  
referrals	  are	  made	  by	  acquaintances	  or	  peers	  rather	  than	  other	  more	  formal	  methods	  of	  
identification.”	  This	  way,	  participants	  are	  relatively	  willing	  to	  open	  up	  even	  though	  it	  might	  
be	  the	  first	  time	  meeting	  the	  researcher,	  as	  experienced	  in	  this	  study.	  
	  
However	  snowball	  sampling	  has	  been	  critiqued	  in	  some	  aspects.	  According	  to	  Griffiths	  et	  al	  
(1993)	  the	  method	  is	  biased	  as	  participants	  are	  not	  randomly	  selected	  but	  are	  dependent	  on	  
the	  subjective	  selection	  of	  the	  participants	  first	  accessed.	  This	  bias	  implies	  that	  researchers	  
are	  not	  able	  to	  make	  claims	  to	  the	  generality	  as	  well	  as	  representativeness	  of	  their	  studies	  
(Atkinson	  and	  Flint,	  2001).	  Furthermore,	  those	  individuals	  that	  are	  isolated	  and	  are	  not	  
connected	  to	  any	  network	  that	  the	  researcher	  has	  tapped	  into	  remain	  marginalised	  in	  the	  
process	  (Van	  Meter,	  1990).	  Perhaps	  there	  were	  some	  street	  skating	  novices	  that	  often	  
skated	  in	  Newtown	  and	  other	  parts	  of	  the	  city	  but	  because	  none	  of	  the	  skaters	  selected	  
through	  snowball	  sampling	  referred	  me	  to	  them,	  they	  were	  not	  known	  about.	  
	  
The	  key	  advantage	  in	  snowball	  sampling	  was	  that	  most	  of	  the	  time	  I	  did	  not	  have	  to	  break	  
the	  ice	  with	  regards	  to	  the	  skaters.	  I	  had	  spent	  some	  time	  in	  the	  streets	  of	  Newtown	  and	  
following	  the	  skaters	  into	  the	  city,	  which	  meant	  that	  those	  that	  were	  already	  familiar	  with	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me	  would	  always	  introduce	  me	  to	  the	  others.	  Tyrone,	  who	  was	  one	  of	  the	  initial	  skaters	  I	  
met,	  was	  particularly	  useful	  in	  this	  regard.	  By	  asking	  him	  to	  inform	  me	  whenever	  he	  was	  
going	  skating,	  I	  was	  able	  to	  meet	  up	  with	  him	  at	  those	  spots	  and	  as	  a	  result,	  be	  able	  to	  talk	  
to	  and	  meet	  more	  skaters	  in	  the	  process,	  I	  would	  also	  ask	  Tyrone	  who	  he	  skates	  with,	  who	  
some	  of	  the	  regulars	  were	  and	  he	  was	  able	  to	  point	  them	  out.	  Moreover,	  I	  was	  able	  to	  see	  if	  
I	  can	  trust	  a	  skater	  with	  a	  disposable	  camera	  through	  the	  way	  Tyrone	  interacted	  with	  them.	  
When	  they	  seemed	  to	  be	  very	  familiar	  with	  each	  other,	  I	  knew	  that	  it	  meant	  they	  had	  seen	  
each	  other	  more	  than	  once	  and	  would	  thus	  be	  likely	  to	  take	  part	  in	  the	  study	  since	  Tyrone,	  
their	  friend,	  already	  was.	  My	  knowing	  Tyrone	  also	  sent	  the	  message	  that	  the	  skaters	  could	  
trust	  me	  in	  the	  process.	  His	  identifying	  with	  me	  therefore,	  validated	  my	  study	  in	  the	  eyes	  of	  
the	  street	  skaters.	  
	  
Since	  I	  was	  snowball	  sampling,	  the	  way	  that	  I	  presented	  myself	  in	  front	  of	  the	  skaters	  also	  
mattered.	  Although	  I	  am	  also	  young,	  I	  did	  not	  want	  to	  be	  seen	  as	  an	  outsider,	  foreign	  to	  
street	  skating	  as	  this	  might	  make	  the	  participants	  uneasy	  and	  thus	  unwilling	  to	  share	  their	  
experiences.	  Fortunately,	  the	  way	  I	  dress	  is	  very	  similar	  to	  how	  most	  of	  the	  skaters	  dress	  –	  
the	  shoes,	  t-­‐shirts	  and	  the	  brands.	  According	  to	  Dwyer	  and	  Buckle	  (2009),	  my	  having	  been	  a	  
skater	  although	  in	  the	  past,	  and	  currently	  still	  sharing	  that	  interest	  with	  the	  participants	  
makes	  me	  an	  insider	  in	  the	  research	  process.	  “Insider	  research	  refers	  to	  when	  researchers	  
conduct	  research	  with	  populations	  of	  which	  they	  are	  also	  members	  so	  that	  the	  researcher	  
shares	  an	  identity,	  language	  and	  experiential	  base	  with	  the	  study	  participants.”	  (ibid:	  58).	  
	  
According	  to	  Dwyer	  and	  Buckle	  (2009:	  57),	  “being	  an	  insider	  researcher	  enhances	  the	  depth	  
and	  breadth	  of	  understanding	  a	  population	  that	  may	  not	  be	  accessible	  to	  a	  nonnative	  
scientist”.	  As	  an	  insider	  amongst	  the	  street	  skaters,	  trust	  developed	  much	  quicker	  in	  the	  
study.	  Having	  only	  met	  some	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  interviewing	  for	  the	  very	  first	  time,	  there	  
was	  no	  sense	  of	  shyness	  or	  holding	  back.	  In	  such	  instances,	  an	  insider	  is	  able	  to	  delve	  in	  
much	  deeper	  and	  quicker	  into	  the	  research	  –	  which	  proved	  to	  be	  very	  useful	  since	  this	  group	  
of	  participants	  is	  very	  spontaneous	  and	  mobile.	  Hence	  that	  trust	  quickly	  enabled	  me	  to	  get	  
what	  I	  want	  even	  on	  the	  first	  accounts	  because	  an	  insider	  role	  allows	  the	  researchers	  more	  
rapid	  and	  complete	  acceptance	  by	  their	  participants	  (ibid,	  2009).	  As	  the	  research	  question	  
requires	  the	  participants	  to	  open	  up	  and	  talk	  (the	  ‘how’	  and	  ‘why’	  aspects	  of	  the	  question	  
cannot	  be	  answered	  through	  pictures	  alone),	  being	  an	  insider	  proved	  to	  be	  fruitful	  because	  
the	  participants	  shared	  with	  me	  what	  they	  would	  most	  likely	  not	  share	  with	  an	  outsider	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researcher.	  	  
	  
However	  an	  insider	  research	  needs	  to	  be	  very	  disciplined	  in	  order	  to	  achieve	  the	  best	  results	  
for	  his/her	  research.	  The	  two	  roles	  that	  the	  researcher	  plays	  –	  researcher	  and	  insider	  –	  
might	  get	  confused	  if	  the	  researcher	  is	  not	  aware	  of	  the	  roles	  to	  begin	  with	  (Adler	  and	  Adler,	  
1987).	  In	  some	  instances,	  it	  might	  be	  the	  researcher’s	  experiences	  and	  thoughts	  that	  
overshadow	  those	  of	  the	  participants	  because	  both	  researcher	  and	  participants	  might	  have	  
experiences	  that	  are	  very	  similar.	  As	  an	  insider	  therefore,	  it	  is	  paramount	  that	  one	  does	  not	  
confuse	  the	  two	  roles,	  that	  a	  clear	  boundary	  is	  drawn	  so	  as	  to	  ensure	  objectivity	  in	  the	  
study.	  The	  element	  that	  assisted	  me	  in	  not	  confusing	  the	  roles	  was	  that	  I	  skated	  in	  the	  East	  
Rand,	  a	  very	  different	  kind	  of	  space	  to	  Johannesburg’s	  inner	  city.	  I	  kept	  this	  in	  mind	  always	  
and	  as	  a	  result	  it	  made	  me	  even	  more	  curious,	  I	  was	  even	  keener	  to	  know	  from	  the	  
participants	  what	  it	  is	  like	  skating	  in	  the	  city.	  However	  when	  the	  researcher	  is	  aware	  of	  his	  
own	  biases,	  these	  problems	  are	  minimised	  therefore	  making	  way	  for	  a	  more	  detailed	  and	  
accurate	  reflection	  (Dwyer	  and	  Buckle,	  2009).	  In	  practice,	  these	  biases	  became	  the	  
motivation	  for	  me	  while	  also	  making	  it	  easier	  for	  understand	  and	  connect	  with	  the	  
participants.	  
	  
Regarding	  street	  artists,	  Nolan	  was	  the	  first	  one	  I	  met.	  A	  friend,	  aware	  of	  my	  study,	  told	  me	  
about	  him	  and	  sent	  me	  a	  link	  to	  his	  website	  which	  is	  where	  I	  found	  his	  contact	  details.	  I	  
contacted	  him	  and	  we	  were	  able	  to	  meet	  up	  in	  Newtown	  as	  well.	  This	  was	  when	  I	  asked	  him	  
to	  be	  part	  of	  my	  study	  and	  he	  was	  excited	  about	  it,	  due	  to	  his	  keen	  interest	  on	  the	  city	  and	  
its	  buildings.	  He	  is	  an	  architecture	  student.	  Through	  Nolan,	  I	  met	  the	  two	  other	  street	  artists:	  
Natalie	  and	  Juliet.	  They	  were	  working	  on	  a	  painting	  in	  Jeppestown,	  Johannesburg.	  Nolan	  had	  
informed	  me	  about	  this	  painting	  session	  and	  I	  went	  to	  go	  see	  him	  paint.	  This	  is	  when	  I	  met	  
Natalie	  and	  Juliet.	  I	  proceeded	  to	  acquire	  their	  contact	  information	  after	  meeting	  them	  for	  
the	  first	  time,	  communicated	  via	  email	  and	  asked	  them	  to	  take	  part	  in	  the	  study	  as	  well.	  
They	  were	  delighted.	  With	  regards	  to	  the	  artists	  therefore,	  I	  was	  not	  an	  insider	  and	  snowball	  
sampling	  was	  also	  in	  a	  mild	  form	  because	  Nolan	  did	  not	  explicitly	  refer	  me	  to	  the	  other	  
street	  artists,	  I	  met	  them	  while	  they	  were	  on	  site	  painting.	  I	  was	  not	  an	  insider	  because	  I	  am	  
not	  and	  have	  never	  been	  a	  street	  artist.	  Therefore	  here	  I	  had	  less	  to	  worry	  about	  in	  terms	  of	  
my	  experiences	  overshadowing	  those	  of	  the	  participants	  as	  Adler	  and	  Adler	  (1997)	  have	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highlighted,	  meaning	  the	  artist	  could	  be	  the	  ones	  to	  reveal	  how	  spaces	  are	  appropriated	  for	  
their	  activities.	  
	  
Hence	  in	  the	  process	  of	  following	  both	  the	  skaters	  and	  the	  artist	  beyond	  Newtown	  into	  the	  
inner	  city,	  I	  was	  able	  to	  meet	  more	  people	  skating	  and	  painting	  the	  city.	  The	  further	  I	  moved	  
beyond	  Newtown,	  the	  more	  new	  spaces	  of	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  were	  discovered.	  The	  very	  
same	  way	  that	  the	  street	  skaters	  have	  now	  become	  the	  case	  studies	  in	  the	  study,	  the	  street	  
artists	  have	  also	  become	  case	  studies	  too	  –	  as	  expanded	  upon	  later	  in	  the	  chapter.	  It	  is	  not	  
just	  about	  Newtown	  anymore,	  these	  groups	  of	  young	  people	  operate	  beyond	  those	  
boundaries	  -­‐	  although	  they	  have	  done	  some	  work	  in	  Newtown.	  Snowballing	  has	  thus	  been	  
highly	  useful	  in	  this	  study,	  from	  meeting	  more	  participants,	  to	  being	  able	  to	  explore	  other	  
spaces	  that	  young	  people	  use	  within	  Johannesburg.	  It	  is	  a	  great	  revelation	  that	  has	  gone	  as	  
far	  as	  changing	  the	  angle	  of	  this	  study,	  as	  discussed	  later	  in	  the	  chapter.	  
	  
Rationale	  behind	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  
The	  previous	  chapter	  has	  introduced	  and	  dealt	  with	  youth	  mainly	  from	  a	  theoretical	  point	  of	  
view.	  This	  section	  delves	  in	  deeper	  to	  a	  more	  practical	  understanding	  of	  youth.	  In	  essence,	  
one	  could	  therefore	  ask:	  "what	  do	  I	  mean	  by	  youth",	  as	  youth	  us	  quite	  a	  broad	  spectrum.	  
Youth	  in	  Johannesburg	  includes	  school	  children,	  unemployed	  young	  people	  standing	  on	  
street	  corners,	  employed	  young	  people	  that	  use	  public	  spaces	  for	  resting	  during	  lunch	  hours,	  
such	  as	  the	  park	  next	  to	  the	  Workers'	  Museum	  in	  Newtown.	  Youth	  also	  involves	  young	  
people	  that	  get	  involved	  in	  political	  rallies	  in	  the	  city.	  It	  also	  involves	  those	  that	  go	  partying	  
in	  Newtown	  on	  weekends,	  attending	  concerts	  and	  other	  events	  in	  the	  area	  as	  well	  as	  taking	  
part	  in	  some	  of	  the	  cultural	  activities	  the	  city	  offers.	  
	  
How	  then,	  were	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  selected	  out	  of	  that	  entire	  pool	  of	  'youth’?	  
The	  initial	  reason	  is	  that	  during	  my	  time	  in	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  student,	  I	  have	  always	  seen	  
skaters	  around	  Newtown	  and	  never	  got	  a	  chance	  to	  find	  out	  how	  skating	  in	  the	  city	  was	  as	  I	  
also	  used	  to	  skate	  but	  in	  a	  very	  different	  environment.	  Although	  I	  no	  longer	  skate,	  it	  still	  
resonates	  with	  me.	  Seeing	  skaters	  in	  the	  city	  thus	  brings	  back	  some	  memories	  for	  me	  as	  the	  
activity	  has	  always	  meant	  something	  to	  me	  –	  the	  idea	  of	  a	  good	  time,	  of	  being	  young	  and	  of	  
exploring	  one's	  own	  identity.	  Hence	  the	  skaters	  in	  the	  city	  captured	  my	  interest.	  
	  
Street	  artists	  also	  became	  an	  area	  of	  interest	  after	  seeing	  a	  documentary	  on	  street	  art,	  titled	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'Exit	  Through	  the	  Gift	  Shop',	  produced	  by	  a	  French	  film	  maker	  who	  ended	  up	  becoming	  a	  
street	  artist	  himself.	  The	  documentary	  dealt	  with	  some	  of	  the	  underground	  street	  artists	  
such	  as	  Banksy	  from	  London	  and	  Space	  Invader	  in	  the	  USA.	  As	  I	  am	  an	  art	  enthusiast	  myself,	  
the	  documentary	  inspired	  me	  greatly	  and	  began	  wondering	  what	  it	  would	  be	  like	  to	  enquire	  
more	  about	  street	  art	  in	  a	  context	  such	  as	  Johannesburg,	  and	  to	  do	  so	  from	  the	  perspectives	  
of	  the	  artists	  themselves.	  
	  
Street	  art	  has	  always	  been	  in	  most	  parts	  of	  Johannesburg	  mainly	  in	  the	  form	  of	  graffiti.	  What	  
inspired	  this	  study	  towards	  street	  art	  is	  the	  fact	  that	  I	  wished	  to	  challenge	  the	  negative	  light	  
in	  which	  street	  art	  has	  been	  perceived;	  perceptions	  that	  have	  been	  strong	  and	  visible	  
amongst	  most	  people	  outside	  the	  'youth'	  realm.	  Most	  adults	  react	  negatively	  to	  it;	  calling	  it	  
vandalism	  and	  criminal.	  Therefore	  as	  a	  young	  person	  that	  is	  also	  interested	  in	  art,	  I	  felt	  that	  I	  
could	  begin	  to	  challenge	  these	  popular	  perceptions	  by	  getting	  to	  the	  root	  of	  street	  art	  in	  
Johannesburg	  itself.	  As	  an	  urban	  planner	  and	  someone	  that	  has	  a	  passion	  for	  both	  public	  
space	  and	  cities,	  street	  art	  to	  me	  always	  suggested	  an	  identity	  of	  public	  space.	  It	  gives	  public	  
spaces	  character.	  
	  
	  
Out	  of	  the	  entire	  youth	  umbrella,	  I	  chose	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  because	  the	  two	  
activities	  manifest	  in	  public	  space.	  Their	  essence	  rests	  in	  public	  space.	  They	  might	  occur	  
during	  times	  where	  public	  spaces	  are	  empty	  such	  as	  on	  weekends	  and	  at	  night	  but	  they	  still	  
take	  place	  in	  public	  space.	  Their	  usage	  of	  public	  space	  has	  resulted	  in	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  
objections	  to	  their	  presence	  in	  these	  spaces.	  Hence	  the	  skaters	  would	  be	  perfect	  for	  
studying	  how	  young	  people	  appropriate	  space	  in	  the	  city	  as	  they	  are	  constantly	  shifting,	  
appropriating	  new	  spaces	  where	  they	  can	  skate	  and	  be	  themselves,	  interacting	  with	  one	  
another.	  What	  the	  study	  is	  thus	  doing,	  is	  attempting	  to	  understand	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  those	  
spaces	  are	  found	  and	  appropriated.	  It	  seeks	  to	  unpack	  the	  dynamics	  of	  this	  process,	  how	  
spaces	  are	  perceived	  by	  the	  skaters,	  how	  they	  move	  around	  the	  city,	  what	  attracts	  them	  to	  
certain	  parts	  of	  the	  city	  and	  so	  forth.	  This	  is	  how	  street	  skaters	  were	  an	  important	  factor	  in	  
beginning	  to	  address	  the	  research	  question.	  
	  
Street	  art	  is	  also	  something	  that	  needs	  to	  be	  seen	  by	  the	  public	  in	  order	  to	  be	  considered	  
‘street’	  art.	  It	  does	  not	  belong	  in	  an	  enclosed	  space	  such	  as	  a	  gallery.	  For	  such	  art	  to	  be	  seen,	  
it	  needs	  to	  be	  in	  a	  public	  space.	  This	  is	  where	  it	  steps	  into	  the	  realm	  of	  this	  study	  because	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the	  study	  seeks	  to	  understand	  how	  public	  space	  is	  appropriated	  by	  young	  people.	  Hence,	  
how	  do	  the	  artists	  identify	  the	  spots	  where	  they	  paint,	  what	  is	  the	  criteria	  –	  if	  there	  is	  any	  at	  
all?	  By	  making	  street	  artists	  a	  case	  to	  be	  studied	  in	  this	  research,	  I	  can	  begin	  to	  understand,	  
from	  a	  very	  different	  perspective,	  why	  and	  how	  public	  space	  is	  appropriated	  in	  the	  city.	  This	  
makes	  the	  street	  artists	  and	  street	  skaters	  very	  relevant	  to	  this	  study,	  and	  together	  they	  fall	  
under	  the	  ‘young	  people’	  category.	  
	  
Another	  reason	  that	  pushed	  me	  to	  work	  with	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  is	  that	  I	  am	  deeply	  
interested	  in	  youth	  cultures	  in	  the	  city.	  This	  study	  would	  then	  be	  a	  perfect	  opportunity	  to	  
learn	  more	  about	  something	  I	  am	  passionate	  about	  in	  the	  first	  place,	  motivating	  me	  to	  
engage	  with	  it	  to	  the	  deepest	  level.	  I	  want	  to	  know	  more	  and	  more	  about	  young	  people	  in	  
the	  city.	  I	  want	  to	  document	  and	  understand	  their	  perceptions	  of	  the	  city,	  how	  they	  see	  
themselves	  within	  it	  and	  how	  they	  come	  to	  do	  the	  things	  that	  they	  do	  in	  the	  city.	  These	  are	  
issues	  that	  drive	  urban	  planning	  at	  a	  small	  scale	  and	  they	  need	  to	  be	  understood	  as	  realities	  
of	  the	  city,	  things	  that	  affect	  public	  spaces	  on	  a	  daily	  basis.	  
	  
2.	  Fieldwork:	  unfolding	  the	  methods	  
	  
How	  are	  the	  two	  methods	  used?	  
Firstly,	  autophotography	  is	  used	  as	  a	  tool	  to	  encourage	  a	  conversation	  with	  the	  participant,	  
to	  motivate	  them	  to	  open	  up	  as	  they	  are	  the	  ones	  that	  have	  taken	  the	  photographs.	  The	  
pictures	  assist	  in	  revealing	  the	  spatial	  factors	  in	  the	  query,	  such	  as	  where	  certain	  activities	  
take	  place	  and	  what	  those	  spaces	  look	  like.	  After	  the	  photographs	  were	  been	  taken,	  photo-­‐
interviews	  followed.	  This	  is	  where	  each	  participant	  elaborated	  his	  or	  her	  photographs.	  	  
Working	  with	  autophotography,	  it	  is	  not	  always	  clear	  what	  it	  is	  the	  participant	  is	  trying	  to	  
communicate	  through	  each	  photograph,	  hence	  this	  stage	  is	  very	  important	  in	  drawing	  out	  
meanings	  and	  ideas	  the	  participants	  are	  attempting	  to	  communicate	  through	  each	  
photograph.	  Therefore,	  it	  is	  the	  photographs	  that	  are	  leading	  the	  discussion	  at	  this	  stage.	  
Once	  again,	  this	  is	  a	  less	  paternalistic	  approach	  to	  research	  where	  as	  the	  researcher,	  I	  rely	  
on	  the	  knowledge	  that	  is	  shared	  by	  the	  participants.	  As	  Johnsen,	  et	  al	  (2008)	  maintains,	  this	  
empowers	  the	  participants	  as	  young	  people.	  Below	  is	  a	  list	  of	  the	  autophotography	  
questions	  given	  to	  the	  participants	  to	  answer	  by	  taking	  pictures:	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Autophotography	  questions	  
	   Street	  skaters:	  
1. What	  kind	  of	  things	  would	  you	  like	  to	  see	  more	  of	  in	  Newtown?	  
2. What	  kind	  of	  things	  would	  you	  like	  to	  see	  less	  of?	  
3. As	  a	  skater,	  what	  draws	  you	  to	  Newtown?	  (What	  do	  you	  find	  special	  about	  
Newtown)	  
4. Where	  do	  you	  skate	  in	  Newtown?	  
5. What	  do	  you	  like	  about	  where	  you	  skate?	  
6. If	  you	  can't	  skate	  here,	  where	  else	  do	  you	  go?	  
7. What	  kind	  of	  activities	  and/or	  people	  would	  you	  find	  in	  the	  spaces	  where	  you	  
skate?	  (Both	  Newtown	  and	  this	  other	  one)	  
8. How	  do	  you	  get	  there	  (the	  route),	  and	  what	  do	  you	  like	  about	  this	  route?	  
9. Are	  there	  places	  of	  skating	  or	  hanging	  out	  that	  the	  public	  doesn't	  know	  about?	  
	  
	   Street	  artists:	  
1. As	  a	  young	  person,	  what	  kind	  of	  things	  would	  you	  like	  to	  see	  more	  of	  in	  Newtown	  
(and/or	  in	  the	  city)?	  
2. What	  kind	  of	  things	  would	  you	  like	  to	  see	  less	  of?	  
3. What	  do	  you	  think	  draws	  artists	  such	  as	  yourself	  to	  areas	  like	  Newtown	  in	  the	  city?	  
(What	  do	  you	  find	  special	  about	  Newtown)	  
4. Where	  do	  you	  do	  your	  paintings	  in	  the	  city?	  
5. What	  do	  you	  like	  about	  those	  areas	  where	  you	  do	  your	  paintings?	  (In	  other	  words	  
how	  do	  you	  find	  these	  places,	  and	  how	  do	  you	  decide	  on	  one	  as	  compared	  to	  
another,	  perhaps)	  
6. Do	  you	  paint	  alone?	  Who	  assists	  you	  (if	  you	  don’t	  paint	  alone)?	  
7. If	  you	  have	  trouble	  finding	  a	  building/wall	  to	  paint,	  what	  do	  you	  do?	  
8. What	  kind	  of	  activities	  and/or	  people	  would	  you	  find	  in	  the	  spaces	  you	  paint?	  
9. What	  sort	  of	  things	  would	  get	  in	  your	  way	  to	  painting	  a	  particular	  place?	  
	  
As	  shown	  above,	  two	  separate	  sets	  of	  questions	  were	  designed	  for	  the	  two	  groups	  of	  
participants:	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists.	  There	  is	  one	  key	  difference	  that	  is	  understood	  
between	  the	  two	  groups	  in	  reference	  to	  the	  research	  question.	  Although	  both	  groups	  
appropriate	  public	  space,	  the	  skaters	  do	  not	  change	  the	  physical	  aspects	  of	  space.	  They	  
appropriate	  space	  in	  a	  much	  more	  fluid	  manner.	  They	  can	  easily	  change	  from	  one	  skating	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spot	  to	  another	  and	  their	  appropriation	  is	  mainly	  based	  on	  time:	  they	  used	  a	  particular	  
space	  for	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  time	  only	  and	  during	  particular	  days	  of	  the	  week.	  One	  the	  
other	  hand,	  the	  street	  artists	  claim	  a	  space	  completely,	  literally	  leaving	  their	  mark	  in	  it.	  Their	  
time	  in	  that	  space	  might	  come	  to	  an	  end	  but	  the	  mark	  (through	  their	  art)	  they	  have	  left	  in	  
that	  space	  makes	  it	  ‘theirs’	  forever.	  	  
	  
The	  two	  sets	  of	  questions	  have	  been	  designed	  to	  achieve	  different	  objectives.	  Questions	  
aimed	  at	  the	  skaters	  seek	  to	  reveal	  how	  space	  is	  used	  within	  a	  given	  time,	  how	  such	  spaces	  
are	  identified	  and	  what	  their	  other	  options	  are	  when	  their	  usual	  spaces	  cannot	  be	  access	  for	  
whatever	  reason.	  For	  the	  artists,	  the	  questions	  seek	  and	  understanding	  of	  how	  street	  art	  
essentially	  comes	  to	  transform	  public	  space	  from	  their	  perspective,	  what	  the	  reactions	  to	  
this	  transformation	  are	  and	  also	  how	  the	  artists	  deal	  with	  various	  perceptions	  of	  their	  work.	  
It	  would	  not	  have	  been	  sensible	  to	  have	  a	  single	  set	  of	  questions	  for	  both	  skaters	  and	  artists	  
because	  the	  two	  groups	  perceive	  and	  use	  pubic	  space	  in	  very	  different	  ways.	  By	  separating	  
the	  questions,	  it	  is	  also	  envisioned	  that	  the	  different	  perceptions	  of	  public	  spaces	  will	  be	  
documented	  from	  two	  groups	  of	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city,	  groups	  that	  both	  contribute	  to	  the	  
youth	  culture	  in	  the	  city	  of	  Johannesburg.	  By	  doing	  so,	  the	  different	  reasons	  why	  and	  how	  
public	  space	  is	  appropriated	  by	  youth	  in	  the	  city	  can	  be	  seen	  and	  understood.	  
	  
Post	  the	  autophotography	  stage,	  photo-­‐interviews	  followed	  –	  where	  the	  participants	  were	  
given	  a	  chance	  to	  elaborate	  on	  their	  photographs.	  According	  to	  Collier	  (1967:	  46),	  
“interviewing	  with	  photographs	  enables	  a	  unique	  return	  of	  insights	  that	  might	  otherwise	  be	  
impossible	  to	  achieve	  by	  other	  techniques”.	  Photographs	  tell	  a	  story,	  freeze	  a	  moment	  in	  
time	  and	  that	  moment	  comes	  to	  represent	  a	  whole	  story.	  This	  attribute	  of	  photographs	  has	  
been	  heavily	  critiqued	  by	  theorists	  such	  as	  Goldstein	  (2007),	  but	  their	  relevance	  in	  initiating	  
and	  guiding	  discussion	  in	  interviews	  remains	  exceptional.	  Not	  only	  do	  photographs	  in	  the	  
interviews	  say	  much	  about	  the	  photographer,	  we	  also	  begin	  to	  see	  how	  their	  character	  
corresponds	  with	  the	  photographs	  they	  have	  taken.	  As	  Collier	  (1967)	  argues,	  the	  act	  of	  the	  
participants	  taking	  photographs	  on	  a	  camera	  that	  uses	  film,	  already	  establishes	  an	  entry	  into	  
the	  interview.	  As	  the	  participant	  cannot	  view	  their	  photographs	  until	  they	  have	  been	  
developed,	  a	  sense	  of	  anticipation	  grows	  in	  them,	  “a	  spontaneous	  anticipation	  of	  feedback,	  
the	  excitement	  of	  seeing	  images	  of	  self	  and	  a	  mirrored	  view	  of	  the	  environment,	  rarely	  fails	  
to	  get	  an	  invitation	  to	  come	  and	  show	  the	  photographs”	  (ibid:	  47).	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In	  the	  interview,	  “the	  photograph	  makes	  wordless	  probes	  that	  lead	  the	  interview	  into	  the	  
heart	  of	  your	  research”	  (Collier,	  1967:	  47).	  Hence	  it	  is	  the	  photograph	  that	  determines	  the	  
direction	  and	  angle	  of	  the	  interview,	  thus	  making	  structured	  questions	  less	  of	  a	  strain.	  As	  a	  
researcher,	  my	  presence	  in	  the	  interview	  is	  to	  merely	  encourage	  the	  participant	  to	  elaborate	  
on	  the	  photograph	  as	  much	  as	  possible,	  as	  well	  as	  tapping	  into	  the	  same	  mindset	  they	  are	  in	  
in	  order	  to	  understand	  their	  thoughts	  at	  the	  time	  the	  photograph	  was	  taken	  to	  the	  present	  
moment	  where	  it	  s	  being	  discussed.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  “photographs	  sharpen	  the	  memory	  and	  give	  the	  interview	  an	  immediate	  
character”	  (Collier,	  1967:	  48).	  The	  participant	  is	  given	  a	  chance	  to	  emotionally	  revisit	  the	  
experience,	  the	  moment	  when	  the	  photograph	  was	  taken.	  Therefore	  compared	  to	  normal	  
interviews,	  the	  participants	  are	  less	  likely	  to	  omit	  anything	  as	  they	  have	  a	  photograph	  to	  
remind	  them	  of	  their	  experiences.	  Moreover,	  photographs	  keep	  the	  informant	  from	  
wandering	  or	  digressing	  from	  the	  research	  ideas	  (ibid).	  They	  might	  make	  reference	  to	  other	  
moments	  outside	  of	  the	  picture,	  but	  his	  thoughts	  for	  that	  given	  moment,	  are	  grounded	  by	  
the	  photograph	  before	  him.	  The	  photo-­‐interviews	  thus	  stand	  as	  an	  inquiry	  into	  issues	  that	  
could	  not	  be	  brought	  to	  the	  fore	  through	  autophotography.	  The	  interview	  questions	  are	  as	  
follows:	  
	  
Photo-­‐interview	  questions	  
1. 	  Where	  are	  you	  from?	  
2. 	  How	  long	  have	  you	  been	  skating/painting	  Joburg?	  
3. 	  What	  draws	  you	  to	  Newtown/Joburg?	  
4. 	  How	  are	  spaces	  selected	  (for	  painting	  or	  for	  skating),	  is	  there	  a	  'criteria'?	  
5. 	  What	  does	  skating/painting	  mean	  to	  you?	  (How	  would	  you	  feel	  if	  you	  suddenly	  
stopped	  skating?)	  
6. 	  Do	  you	  ever	  skate/paint	  to	  react	  to	  something,	  public	  perceptions	  about	  street	  
skating?	  (Make	  a	  statement	  through	  what	  you	  do)	  
7. 	  How	  do	  you	  think	  the	  public	  looks	  at	  street	  skating/street	  art?	  (What	  do	  they	  think	  
when	  they	  see	  you	  guys	  skate/paint?)	  
8. 	  What	  has	  been	  your	  experience	  with	  security/police/authorities?	  
9. 	  How	  do	  you	  guys	  identify	  each	  other	  as	  skaters/artists	  -­‐	  is	  there	  a	  particular	  dress	  
code?	  
10. Tell	  me	  about	  this	  picture…	  (For	  each	  of	  the	  pictures)	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The	  purpose	  of	  these	  questions	  is	  to	  draw	  out	  the	  intangible	  aspects	  of	  the	  spaces	  young	  
people	  appropriate.	  I	  want	  to	  learn	  about	  their	  perspectives,	  their	  ways	  of	  thinking	  and	  also	  
watching	  how	  they	  express	  themselves	  through	  both	  oral	  and	  body	  language.	  Such	  gestures	  
also	  reveal	  an	  individual’s	  state	  of	  mind	  and	  the	  way	  they	  feel	  about	  the	  subject	  at	  hand	  
(Garrod,	  2008).	  This	  will	  be	  helpful	  in	  beginning	  to	  see	  the	  sort	  of	  relationships	  that	  they	  
have	  built	  with	  the	  spaces	  they	  occupy	  in	  the	  city.	  These	  photo-­‐interviews	  will	  also	  be	  
recorded	  on	  video	  as	  a	  way	  of	  documenting	  the	  ideas	  and	  perceptions	  the	  participants	  have	  
over	  space	  as	  well	  as	  their	  place	  in	  the	  city.	  Through	  this	  visual	  documentation,	  also,	  I	  am	  
able	  to	  have	  data	  in	  multiple	  forms:	  the	  photographs,	  the	  discussions	  as	  well	  as	  the	  video	  
itself.	  This	  will	  assist	  me	  in	  analysis,	  improve	  accuracy	  and	  also	  make	  it	  easier	  to	  share	  the	  
findings	  at	  the	  end.	  This	  step	  would	  be	  responding	  to	  this	  study’s	  goal	  of	  revealing	  the	  
findings	  to	  initiate	  a	  broader	  discussion,	  bring	  issues	  to	  the	  surface	  and	  make	  them	  relevant	  
even	  in	  a	  context	  beyond	  academia.	  
	  
The	  photographs	  thus	  spark	  debate,	  opening	  new	  avenues	  for	  learning	  and	  revealing	  new	  
things	  about	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city.	  This	  is	  why	  autophotography	  is	  used	  together	  with	  the	  
interviews.	  It	  would	  have	  been	  possible	  to	  go	  straight	  into	  the	  interviews	  with	  formulated	  
questions,	  but	  trying	  to	  study	  young	  people	  in	  this	  way	  would	  be	  very	  limiting.	  I	  would	  just	  
be	  getting	  what	  I	  want	  out	  of	  them,	  with	  very	  little	  scope	  for	  other	  things	  I	  did	  not	  know.	  
Therefore	  a	  big	  part	  of	  this	  research	  rests	  in	  that	  desire	  to	  understand	  and	  gain	  as	  much	  
knowledge	  as	  possible	  on	  the	  world	  of	  young	  people	  in	  Johannesburg.	  As	  suggested,	  the	  
photographs	  they	  bring	  forwards	  facilitates	  a	  discussion,	  the	  perfect	  entry	  point	  in	  stepping	  
into	  the	  psychological	  space	  –	  the	  way	  they	  think	  and	  see	  public	  space,	  their	  experiences	  
and	  so	  forth.	  Without	  the	  pictures	  initiating	  such	  a	  discussion,	  it	  would	  be	  challenging	  to	  
break	  into	  that	  kind	  of	  realm.	  
	  
I	  am	  also	  insisting	  on	  autophotography	  as	  my	  method	  as	  this	  is	  one	  way	  in	  which	  young	  
people	  who	  have	  been	  misunderstood	  and	  marginalised	  by	  authorities	  in	  the	  city	  can	  
express	  themselves.	  The	  study	  thus	  stands	  to	  empower	  the	  participants	  as	  well	  as	  increasing	  
knowledge	  of	  the	  spaces	  they	  occupy,	  increasing	  awareness	  and	  importance	  of	  those	  spaces	  
not	  only	  for	  them	  but	  also	  as	  contributing	  to	  the	  energy	  and	  life	  of	  the	  city.	  Hence	  
autophotography	  becomes	  valuable	  as	  the	  researcher	  is	  no	  longer	  the	  expert.	  The	  entire	  
research	  relies	  on	  the	  skills	  and	  knowledge	  of	  the	  participants.	  This	  challenges	  the	  top-­‐down	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initiatives	  that	  have	  resulted	  in	  the	  place	  of	  young	  people	  being	  eroded	  in	  the	  city,	  trampled	  
over	  by	  bigger	  projects	  aiming	  to	  attract	  investment	  in	  the	  city.	  In	  a	  way	  therefore,	  the	  study	  
seeks	  to	  bring	  a	  little	  hope	  for	  young	  people	  –	  to	  say	  that	  their	  presence	  is	  not	  going	  by	  
unnoticed	  and	  that	  they	  are	  an	  important	  part	  of	  the	  city.	  
	  
Autophotography	  has	  been	  the	  main	  method	  in	  the	  study.	  Film	  slowly	  became	  a	  significant	  
component	  of	  the	  methodology	  as	  I	  would	  carry	  a	  video	  recorder	  around	  whenever	  I	  visited	  
some	  of	  the	  spaces	  the	  street	  skaters	  occupied	  in	  Newtown.	  My	  intention	  at	  this	  time	  was	  to	  
show	  the	  spontaneity	  of	  the	  youth	  culture	  as	  well	  as	  young	  people	  themselves	  in	  those	  
spaces	  from	  my	  perspective	  even	  before	  I	  got	  a	  chance	  to	  converse	  with	  some	  of	  the	  
skaters.	  Hence	  I	  carried	  a	  video	  recorder	  so	  that	  I	  could	  quickly	  interview	  any	  of	  the	  skaters	  
within	  that	  space	  and	  moment	  as	  no	  guarantee	  I	  would	  see	  them	  again.	  The	  first	  person	  I	  
interviewed	  on	  video	  was	  Magwinya	  (the	  street	  artist),	  the	  second	  was	  Tyrone	  and	  thirdly	  
Wandile	  (the	  street	  skater	  who,	  indeed,	  was	  never	  seen	  again).	  In	  Wandile’s	  case	  the	  
footage	  proved	  to	  be	  incredibly	  informative	  and	  relevant	  to	  the	  research	  question.	  Also,	  he	  
could	  not	  take	  part	  in	  the	  study	  due	  to	  other	  commitments	  hence	  this	  video	  was	  all	  I	  had	  
and	  I	  had	  to	  use	  it	  due	  to	  the	  rich	  content	  of	  what	  came	  the	  interview.	  
	  
This	  is	  how	  video	  grew	  to	  be	  more	  important	  and	  relevant	  in	  the	  study.	  It	  enabled	  me	  to	  
revisit	  a	  conversation,	  pause	  it,	  analyse,	  and	  observe	  movement	  and	  other	  elements	  that	  I	  
would	  have	  missed	  the	  interview	  was	  conducted	  without	  it.	  Therefore	  video	  has	  been	  used	  
in	  two	  ways	  in	  this	  study.	  It	  is	  firstly	  used	  as	  a	  way	  of	  absorbing	  as	  much	  as	  possible	  from	  
meeting	  participants	  for	  the	  first	  time	  and	  with	  no	  assurance	  of	  a	  second	  time	  due	  to	  the	  
spontaneous	  nature	  of	  their	  activities.	  Video	  is	  secondly	  used	  as	  a	  documentary	  tool,	  
facilitating	  the	  documentation	  of	  the	  photo	  interviews	  that	  took	  place	  with	  the	  participants.	  
The	  multiple	  functions	  of	  video	  in	  this	  study	  make	  it	  possible	  to	  develop	  an	  argument	  that	  
will	  be	  relevant	  even	  for	  a	  broader	  audience	  –	  in	  the	  form	  of	  a	  documentary.	  
	  
In	  summary,	  a	  case	  study	  method	  is	  highly	  contextual	  with	  analytical	  methods	  ranging	  from	  
both	  qualitative	  and	  quantitative	  (AAPS,	  undated).	  The	  methods	  adopted	  in	  this	  study	  are	  
primarily	  qualitative	  –	  autophotography,	  photo-­‐interviews	  and	  video	  documentary.	  In	  
analysing	  the	  data,	  content	  analysis	  –	  a	  primarily	  quantitative	  method	  is	  used	  together	  with	  
ethnomethodology,	  a	  quantitative	  method	  of	  analysis.	  Both	  methods	  of	  analysis	  have	  their	  
merits	  and	  they	  are	  expanded	  upon	  below.	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3.	  Post-­‐fieldwork:	  analysing	  data	  
	  
1.	  Content	  analysis	  
	  
Content	  analysis	  is	  “a	  research	  technique	  for	  the	  objective,	  systematic	  and	  quantitative	  
description	  of	  the	  manifest	  content	  of	  communication”	  (Berelson,	  1952:	  18).	  It	  a	  very	  rigidly	  
structured	  method	  with	  clear	  procedures	  to	  follow	  when	  conducting	  analysis.	  To	  content	  
analysts,	  it	  is	  the	  obvious	  features	  of	  the	  message	  that	  are	  of	  relevance	  to	  content	  analysis,	  
not	  its	  hidden	  dimensions	  (Ball	  &	  Smith,	  1992).	  This	  implies	  that	  the	  analysis	  is	  forced	  to	  
focus	  on	  what	  is	  said	  or	  shown	  in	  the	  data	  not	  to	  take	  into	  consideration	  what	  has	  been	  
omitted	  or	  why	  it	  might	  have	  been	  omitted	  in	  the	  process	  “because	  a	  content	  analysis	  has	  as	  
its	  goal	  a	  numerically	  based	  summary	  of	  a	  chosen	  message	  set”	  (Neuendorf,	  2002:	  14).	  It	  
does	  not	  account	  for	  further	  relations	  between	  those	  accounts,	  nor	  does	  it	  make	  further	  
enquiries.	  My	  belief	  is	  that	  the	  omitted	  information	  is	  just	  as	  important	  because	  it	  can	  tell	  us	  
about	  the	  participant’s	  priorities	  and	  how	  that	  process	  of	  prioritisation	  takes	  place	  (Phasha,	  
2010).	  	  
	  
	  
Ball	   and	   Smith	   (2003:	   21)	   argue	   that	   “content	   analysis	   is	   also	   primarily	   a	   quantitative	  
technique	  in	  that	  it	  aims	  to	  establish	  the	  frequency	  with	  which	  certain	  categories	  or	  themes	  
appear	   in	   the	   material	   investigated”.	   Hence	   it	   assists	   in	   exposing	   what	   the	   participant	  
emphasises	  but	  fails	  to	  explore	  why	  that	  is	  the	  case	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  For	  the	  purposes	  of	  this	  
study,	   this	   factor	   is	   a	   limitation	   that	  has	   resulted	   in	   a	   further	   introduction	  of	   a	  qualitative	  
aspect	   into	   content	   analysis.	   I	   want	   to	   know	   the	   reason	   behind	   the	   photographs,	   behind	  
each	  perception	  and	  story.	  If	  content	  analysis	  were	  to	  be	  applied	  alone,	  all	  this	  information	  
would	  not	  be	  attained,	  thus	  failing	  to	  address	  the	  research	  question.	  Thus	  content	  analysis	  
was	   favourable	   in	   identifying	   key	   trends	   from	   the	   photo-­‐interviews,	   also	  monitoring	   both	  
qualitative	  and	  quantitative	  dimensions	  of	  the	  data	  to	  be	  analysed.	  
	  
2.	  Ethnomethodology	  
According	  to	  Ball	  and	  Smith	  (2003:	  61),	  “ethnomethodology	  is	  the	  study	  of	  the	  methods	  
people	  use	  for	  making	  sense	  of	  their	  everyday	  experience”.	  The	  sort	  of	  challenges,	  
opportunities	  and	  breakthroughs	  that	  the	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  have,	  ethnomethodology	  
would	  assist	  in	  deciphering	  how	  they	  make	  sense	  of	  all	  those	  moments.	  Ethnomethodology	  
thus	  becomes	  valuable	  in	  this	  research	  due	  to	  its	  nature	  of	  highly	  valuing	  the	  native’s	  point	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of	  view	  (ibid).	  The	  method	  assumes	  that	  the	  participant	  knows	  more	  and	  the	  researcher	  
thus	  relies	  on	  him/her	  to	  reveal	  all	  the	  information	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  When	  revealed,	  the	  
participant’s	  point	  of	  view	  becomes	  the	  ultimate,	  there	  remains	  no	  other	  truth	  over	  what	  
the	  participant	  has	  provided	  because	  they	  know	  the	  spaces	  they	  appropriate	  much	  better.	  
Hence	  the	  method	  is	  valuable	  in	  this	  research	  as	  it	  deeply	  concerns	  itself	  with	  participants’	  
experience	  and	  other	  everyday	  matters.	  
	  
Moreover,	  “where	  everyday	  social	  life	  is	  normally	  taken	  for	  granted,	  the	  
ethnomethodologist	  turns	  this	  into	  an	  object	  of	  reflection”	  (Francis	  and	  Hester,	  2004:	  25).	  
The	  ethnomethodologist	  maintains	  that	  there	  is	  something	  unique	  about	  how	  individuals	  
experience	  their	  environments	  and	  this	  can	  only	  be	  uncovered	  if	  those	  everyday	  experiences	  
are	  reflected	  on	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  Hence	  this	  method	  has	  also	  been	  chosen	  to	  aid	  in	  the	  
analysis	  of	  the	  images	  in	  my	  study	  as	  it	  directly	  deals	  with	  experience	  (Phasha,	  2010).	  It	  is	  
this	  experience	  that	  is	  assumed	  to	  play	  a	  role	  in	  the	  relationships	  that	  emerge	  between	  the	  
appropriators	  of	  space	  and	  the	  space	  itself.	  
	  
Compared	  to	  content	  analysis,	  ethnomethodology	  does	  not	  have	  a	  'method',	  a	  clear-­‐cut	  
procedure	  to	  be	  followed	  in	  undertaking	  analysis	  (Heath,	  1997).	  Instead,	  it	  tries	  to	  make	  
sense	  of	  the	  whole,	  the	  entire	  experience	  of	  the	  participants.	  Mundane	  events	  and	  
utterances	  are	  thus	  also	  taken	  to	  contribute	  to	  that	  overall	  understanding.	  Such	  everyday	  
aspects	  are	  unique	  use	  to	  ethnomethodologists	  because	  not	  only	  do	  they	  begin	  to	  reveal	  the	  
informant's	  way	  of	  thinking	  and	  how	  they	  make	  sense	  of	  things	  they	  come	  across	  everyday,	  
but	  it	  also	  informs	  the	  researcher	  of	  the	  kinds	  of	  things	  the	  informant	  prioritises	  and	  over	  
what.	  This	  is	  thought	  of	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  research	  question	  asked	  initially	  in	  the	  study.	  
Hence	  this	  method	  is	  useful	  in	  this	  study	  as	  a	  way	  of	  trying	  to	  understand	  the	  challenges	  the	  
skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  face,	  how	  they	  understand	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  city	  and	  how	  they	  
see	  their	  own	  place	  within	  it.	  
	  
Heath	  (1994:	  270)	  maintains	  that	  "rather	  than	  simply	  stipulate	  the	  meaning	  or	  significance	  
of	  particular	  utterances	  in	  the	  light	  of	  their	  own	  personal	  intuition,	  researchers	  can	  inspect	  
subsequent	  actions	  in	  order	  to	  determine	  how	  the	  participants	  themselves	  are	  responding	  
to	  and	  displaying	  their	  understanding	  of	  each	  others'	  conduct."	  It	  is	  important	  to	  try	  tapping	  
within	  the	  thinking	  space	  of	  the	  participant,	  to	  keep	  in	  mind	  the	  things	  they	  said	  before	  and	  
any	  other	  expressions	  they	  have	  made	  as	  a	  context	  to	  what	  they	  are	  currently	  saying.	  This	  is	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very	  useful	  as	  a	  way	  of	  assisting	  to	  capture	  the	  whole	  story	  and	  understand	  everything,	  thus	  
being	  able	  to	  answer	  the	  research	  question	  in	  a	  more	  holistic	  manner.	  To	  
ethnomethodologists	  therefore,	  context	  is	  of	  utmost	  importance.	  
	  
In	  some	  studies	  mostly	  in	  ethnography,	  video	  and	  film	  are	  used	  as	  mediums	  of	  
representation	  and	  documentation	  rather	  than	  a	  source	  for	  the	  analysis	  of	  social	  actions	  and	  
activities	  (Heath,	  1997).	  As	  suggested	  earlier,	  video	  in	  this	  study	  is	  used	  to	  achieve	  the	  latter.	  
It	  is	  used	  in	  order	  to	  be	  able	  to	  closely	  examine	  utterances	  made	  by	  the	  participants,	  their	  
body	  language	  and	  how	  that	  correlates	  with	  what	  they	  are	  saying.	  This	  way,	  I	  will	  also	  be	  
able	  to	  see	  what	  they	  feel	  passionately	  about	  and	  why	  that	  is,	  by	  leaning	  towards	  
ethnomethodology	  and	  its	  nature	  of	  understanding	  the	  overall	  picture.	  
	  
Hence	  the	  approach	  of	  this	  study	  is	  not	  a	  purist	  one	  in	  its	  nature.	  The	  study	  draws	  from	  
merits	  and	  also	  being	  aware	  of	  the	  negatives	  of	  the	  methods	  used	  in	  the	  study	  as	  an	  attempt	  
to	  uncover	  as	  much	  as	  possible	  about	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city	  –	  making	  sense	  of	  everything	  
they	  say	  from	  the	  photographs,	  the	  interviews	  as	  well	  as	  the	  non-­‐verbal	  clues.	  Not	  only	  
would	  this	  non-­‐purist	  approach	  begin	  to	  mirror	  the	  complexity	  and	  non-­‐linear	  nature	  of	  
young	  people’s	  lives	  in	  the	  city,	  but	  we	  would	  also	  begin	  to	  understand	  them	  as	  important	  
contributors	  to	  the	  life	  and	  energy	  of	  the	  city.	  As	  Flyvbjerg	  (2001)	  argues,	  such	  narratives	  
contained	  in	  case	  study	  documentation	  often	  challenge	  assumptions	  and	  preconceived	  
notions	  of	  occurrences	  and	  trends.	  Such	  documentations	  of	  rich	  cases	  thus	  make	  it	  possible	  
for	  knowledge	  creation	  and	  sharing,	  which	  is	  a	  common	  feature	  in	  planning	  literature	  (AAPS,	  
undated).	  This	  is	  because	  “the	  researcher	  allows	  the	  story	  of	  a	  particular	  case	  to	  unfold,	  with	  
all	  its	  unexpected	  elements,	  potential	  surprises,	  and	  contradictions…”	  (AAPS,	  undated:	  8).	  
	  
In	  the	  analysis	  stage	  therefore,	  I	  am	  combining	  both	  a	  qualitative	  and	  quantitative	  method	  
as	  an	  attempt	  to	  emerge	  with	  a	  rich	  and	  complete	  picture	  that	  answers	  the	  research	  
question	  in	  its	  fullness.	  The	  two	  analytical	  tools	  discussed	  above	  are	  used	  to	  analyse	  both	  
the	  photographs	  as	  well	  as	  the	  contents	  of	  the	  video,	  which	  is	  essentially	  the	  photo-­‐
interviews.	  By	  marrying	  the	  two	  analytical	  techniques,	  a	  richer	  analysis	  can	  be	  conducted	  
where	  the	  limitations	  of	  one	  tool	  is	  supplemented	  by	  the	  positives	  of	  	  the	  other	  I	  am	  
borrowing	  from	  both	  worlds	  (photography	  and	  video)	  to	  strengthen	  an	  argument,	  truly	  
shedding	  light	  on	  the	  importance	  of	  studying	  and	  documenting	  young	  people’s	  experiences	  
in	  the	  city	  with	  regards	  to	  the	  activities	  they	  engage	  in.	  According	  to	  Flyvbjerg	  (2006:	  242),	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“Good	  social	  science	  is	  opposed	  to	  an	  either/or,	  and	  stands	  for	  a	  both/and	  on	  the	  question	  
of	  qualitative	  versus	  quantitative	  methods.	  Good	  social	  science	  is	  problem-­‐driven	  and	  not	  
methodology-­‐driven	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  it	  employs	  those	  methods	  that	  for	  a	  given	  
problematic,	  best	  help	  answer	  the	  research	  questions	  at	  hand.	  More	  often	  than	  not,	  a	  
combination	  of	  qualitative	  and	  quantitative	  methods	  will	  do	  the	  task	  best”.	  The	  approach	  
adopted	  in	  this	  study	  thus	  leans	  by	  this	  statement,	  arguing	  for	  a	  method	  that	  deals	  directly	  
with	  the	  complexity	  of	  the	  urban	  environment	  rather	  than	  trying	  to	  break	  it	  apart	  into	  
categories	  that	  may	  not	  even	  speak	  to	  each	  other.	  As	  AAPS	  (undated	  :6)	  concludes,	  “African	  
urban	  systems	  are	  highly	  complex:	  we	  require	  research	  methods	  that	  are	  capable	  of	  
understanding	  and	  communicating	  this	  institutional,	  environmental	  and	  socio-­‐economic	  
complexity.”	  	  
	  
Challenges	  and	  lessons	  
The	  initial	  challenge	  was	  the	  time	  in	  which	  fieldwork	  began.	  This	  time,	  November/December	  
period,	  came	  as	  both	  an	  opportunity	  and	  with	  new	  possibilities	  in	  the	  research	  process.	  It	  is	  
the	  end	  of	  the	  year	  where	  most	  businesses	  in	  the	  city	  are	  closing	  for	  the	  holiday	  period.	  
According	  to	  Wandile,	  one	  of	  the	  skaters,	  this	  period	  is	  perfect	  for	  them	  as	  it	  means	  less	  
restrictions.	  They	  have	  more	  ownership	  of	  space	  than	  other	  times	  during	  the	  year.	  There	  are	  
less	  security	  guards	  and	  no	  harassments.	  The	  fieldwork	  being	  done	  at	  this	  time	  thus	  meant	  
there	  would	  be	  an	  increased	  presence	  of	  skaters	  in	  the	  city	  and	  also	  an	  increased	  interest	  in	  
the	  project	  (assuming	  that	  this	  is	  when	  they	  would	  be	  free	  from	  most	  of	  their	  chores	  -­‐	  such	  
as	  school	  or	  work).	  
	  
The	  challenge	  however,	  emerged	  when	  this	  assumption	  was	  challenged.	  Most	  of	  the	  
participants	  had	  other	  things	  to	  do	  as	  well,	  such	  as	  visiting	  family	  members	  and	  going	  on	  
holiday	  out	  of	  the	  city.	  This	  was	  a	  great	  challenge	  as	  it	  slowed	  down	  the	  pace	  of	  the	  project	  
quite	  drastically.	  Although	  they	  already	  had	  the	  cameras,	  I	  was	  now	  forced	  to	  wait	  for	  them	  
to	  complete	  the	  task.	  The	  initial	  agreed	  time	  of	  seven	  days	  was	  no	  longer	  viable.	  Also,	  I	  did	  
not	  want	  to	  rush	  the	  participants	  because	  this	  might	  have	  reflected	  on	  the	  images	  they	  
brought	  forward.	  I	  wanted	  autonomy	  from	  every	  single	  photograph,	  be	  able	  to	  see	  their	  
own	  agency	  and	  this	  way,	  each	  photograph	  would	  truly	  represent	  something	  and	  have	  a	  
story	  to	  tell.	  
	  
Anthony,	  one	  of	  the	  skaters,	  took	  particularly	  longer	  as	  he	  was	  'not	  getting	  the	  vibe	  he	  was	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looking	  for'	  in	  Newtown	  at	  that	  time.	  He	  talked	  about	  how	  he	  did	  not	  want	  to	  take	  pictures	  
for	  the	  sake	  of	  it,	  pictures	  he	  wasn't	  'feeling'.	  This	  stretched	  the	  time	  factor	  a	  little	  further,	  
making	  it	  a	  central	  issue	  more	  central	  to	  the	  completion	  of	  fieldwork.	  He	  thus	  had	  two	  
weeks	  extra	  for	  this.	  
	  
Another	  challenge	  experienced	  with	  using	  autophotography	  as	  a	  method	  is	  that	  as	  a	  
researcher,	  one	  has	  to	  keep	  in	  touch	  with	  their	  participants	  as	  often	  as	  possible.	  At	  the	  same	  
time,	  not	  bombard	  them	  with	  phone	  calls,	  emails	  and	  text	  messages.	  The	  researcher	  has	  to	  
have	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  control	  over	  the	  project,	  but	  also	  not	  relaxing	  completely	  either	  as	  
it	  might	  not	  get	  done.	  With	  this	  thinking,	  one	  of	  the	  skaters	  was	  suddenly	  went	  out	  of	  
contact.	  His	  cellphone	  was	  constantly	  on	  voice	  mail	  –	  further	  delaying	  the	  completion	  of	  the	  
study.	  This	  happened	  after	  two	  attempts	  of	  meeting	  up	  with	  him	  in	  Newtown	  in	  order	  to	  
retrieve	  the	  camera.	  He	  did	  not	  pitch	  up	  for	  both	  meetings,	  but	  always	  expressed	  willingness	  
to	  meet	  up	  again.	  Hence	  if	  that	  perfect	  balance	  between	  pestering	  the	  participants	  and	  
completely	  relaxing	  is	  not	  established,	  there	  might	  be	  problems	  with	  cameras	  not	  being	  
returned	  in	  time,	  or	  not	  being	  retuned	  at	  all.	  
	  
Throughout	  the	  study,	  both	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  have	  proven	  to	  be	  a	  very	  spontaneous	  
group	  of	  people.	  It	  is	  quite	  challenging	  to	  communicate	  with	  them	  or	  set	  up	  a	  meeting	  
because	  they	  are	  in	  public	  spaces	  at	  random	  times	  of	  the	  day	  and	  during	  random	  days.	  This	  
makes	  it	  difficult	  to	  pin	  them	  down	  and	  have	  a	  fruitful	  discussion	  with	  them.	  Hence	  anything	  
that	  needs	  to	  be	  done	  with	  them	  needs	  to	  be	  immediate	  and	  almost	  impulsively	  as	  a	  similar	  
opportunity	  to	  be	  with	  them	  may	  never	  come	  again.	  Some	  of	  the	  participants	  work	  or	  have	  
other	  commitments	  they	  need	  to	  attend	  to	  during	  the	  day	  –	  thus	  meaning	  they	  are	  not	  
always	  available	  for	  purposes	  of	  the	  research.	  	  
	  
Although	  I	  had	  exchanged	  contact	  information	  with	  the	  participants,	  it	  was	  still	  difficult	  to	  
communicate	  with	  them.	  Sometimes	  they	  do	  not	  pick	  up	  their	  phones	  and	  other	  times	  they	  
are	  switched	  off.	  When	  this	  happens,	  the	  project	  takes	  a	  halt	  –	  which	  was	  a	  great	  challenge	  
since	  there	  was	  not	  much	  time	  left	  in	  this	  study.	  This	  is	  why	  I	  thought	  having	  focus	  groups	  
was	  not	  to	  be	  successful,	  as	  there	  would	  no	  guarantee	  that	  people	  would	  attend.	  Focus	  
groups	  require	  input	  from	  all	  participants,	  making	  a	  hundred	  percent	  attendance	  a	  
requirement.	  Had	  the	  participants	  been	  more	  predictable	  and	  reliable	  in	  this	  sense,	  the	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focus	  groups	  would	  have	  been	  an	  important	  part	  of	  analysing	  the	  photographs	  after	  they	  
have	  been	  brought	  forward.	  As	  a	  result,	  individual	  photo-­‐interviews	  have	  been	  adopted.	  
	  
Conclusion	  
	  
Qualitative	  research	  requires	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  dedication.	  There	  should	  be	  no	  half	  measures	  as	  
this	  will	  reflect	  in	  the	  data	  gathered	  and	  eventually	  result	  in	  very	  thin	  analysis.	  This	  chapter	  
has	  shed	  some	  light	  on	  the	  process	  I	  took	  in	  this	  study.	  As	  noted,	  it	  is	  not	  a	  clear-­‐cut	  process.	  
It	  is	  unpredictable	  and	  as	  a	  researcher,	  one	  needs	  to	  focused	  and	  not	  forget	  their	  scientific	  
target.	  Nonetheless,	  much	  was	  leant	  from	  the	  participants	  –	  valuable	  data	  was	  collected	  
thus	  moving	  closer	  to	  addressing	  the	  research	  question.	  
	  
The	  two	  techniques	  adopted	  for	  gathering	  field	  data	  –	  snowball	  sampling	  and	  being	  an	  
insider,	  were	  more	  applicable	  for	  the	  street	  skaters	  as	  compared	  to	  the	  street	  artists.	  As	  I	  am	  
not	  and	  was	  never	  an	  artist,	  it	  was	  not	  possible	  to	  be	  an	  insider	  in	  this	  regard.	  The	  two	  other	  
artists	  were	  also	  met	  by	  chance	  while	  they	  ere	  painting	  together	  with	  Nolan	  and	  thus	  not	  
snowball	  sampling	  in	  that	  regard.	  In	  summary,	  this	  chapter	  has	  been	  very	  open	  about	  the	  
research	  process,	  neatly	  outlining	  even	  personal	  reasons	  that	  have	  informed	  the	  research	  
question	  itself,	  the	  choice	  of	  participants	  as	  well	  as	  the	  methods	  used	  in	  the	  query.	  
According	  to	  Breen	  (2007)	  this	  level	  of	  transparency	  makes	  for	  a	  richer	  and	  informative	  
study	  that	  is	  scientifically	  relevant.	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Introduction	  	  
The	  following	  chapter	  seeks	  to	  highlight	  the	  key	  perceptions	  that	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  
artists	  hold	  about	  Johannesburg	  as	  their	  city.	  In	  doing	  so,	  we	  begin	  to	  understand	  how	  they	  
see	  their	  place	  within	  the	  city,	  what	  they	  think	  about	  their	  respective	  activities	  and	  how	  they	  
think	  they	  contribute	  to	  the	  energy	  of	  inner	  city	  Johannesburg.	  As	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  
share	  their	  experiences,	  further	  clues	  are	  revealed	  about	  their	  identities	  and	  how	  as	  young	  
people	  they	  interact	  with	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  As	  Proshansky	  et	  al	  (1970)	  maintains,	  
one’s	  identity	  is	  heavily	  influenced	  by	  one’s	  surroundings.	  These	  stories	  and	  experiences	  of	  
the	  participants	  thus	  provide	  as	  a	  backdrop	  against	  which	  we	  can	  begin	  to	  see	  and	  
understand	  how	  and	  why	  spaces	  are	  appropriated	  for	  their	  uses	  in	  the	  city.	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Orin*	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Age:	  27	  
Lives	  in:	  Linden,	  Johannesburg	  	  
Has	  been	  painting	  Joburg	  for:	  Just	  over	  a	  year	  
	  
Orin	  has	  been	  painting	  since	  high	  school	  and	  it	  has	  been	  over	  a	  year	  since	  starting	  with	  her	  
street	  art	  in	  the	  inner	  city	  although	  today	  it	  is	  also	  found	  further	  outward	  from	  the	  inner	  
city.	  When	  she	  started,	  her	  art	  was	  mainly	  in	  the	  form	  of	  paste-­‐ups	  and	  gradually	  moved	  
into	  painting	  due	  to	  global	  trends	  in	  art.	  She	  maintains	  that	  street	  art	  is	  a	  form	  of	  
communication	  and	  therefore	  making	  it	  possible	  and	  easier	  to	  identify	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  
city.	  The	  art	  is	  thus	  seen	  as	  adding	  another	  layer	  of	  character	  to	  the	  nature	  of	  particular	  
spaces	  in	  the	  city,	  therefore	  making	  them	  more	  interesting	  to	  look	  at	  and	  be	  in	  at	  the	  same	  
time.	  Orin	  is	  also	  very	  passionate	  about	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  city	  that	  she	  grew	  up	  in.	  she	  
explains	  how	  the	  inner	  city	  possesses	  great	  potential	  and	  how	  people	  need	  to	  claim	  the	  city	  
as	  their	  own	  in	  order	  to	  realise	  that	  potential.	  Her	  attraction	  to	  and	  the	  love	  she	  has	  for	  the	  
inner	  city	  is	  demonstrated	  in	  the	  conversation	  below:	  
	  
Me:	  “What	  draws	  you	  to	  Joburg?”	  
Orin:	  “I	  think	  Joburg’s	  got	  a	  certain	  griminess	  and	  grottiness	  that	  only	  people	  who	  
have	  lived	  here	  long	  enough	  can	  really	  appreciate,	  and	  it	  becomes	  beautiful.	  I	  love…	  
I	  love	  the	  city	  and	  Newtown	  also	  because	  of	  the	  juxtapositions,	  like,	  you’ve	  got	  
these	  beautiful	  old	  buildings	  that	  are	  just	  run	  down	  and	  rotten	  or	  completely	  
uninhabited	  or	  people	  are	  doing	  all	  these	  modern	  architecture	  that’s	  sprouting	  up.	  I	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just	  like	  the	  constant…	  you’re	  never	  really	  sure	  what	  exactly	  is	  going	  on	  and	  it	  is	  
constantly	  changing,	  but	  it’s	  uhmm…	  [contemplates	  for	  a	  moment],	  it	  never	  lets	  you	  
down	  –	  there	  is	  always	  something	  new	  to	  surprise	  you.	  Yeah,	  I	  suppose	  it’s	  also	  kind	  
of…	  you	  know,	  apart	  from	  the	  crime	  and	  everything	  and…	  poverty,	  it’s	  also	  kind	  of	  
forgiving	  in	  its	  own	  way,	  like	  you	  can	  get	  away	  with	  a	  lot	  more.	  So,	  I	  like	  that	  about	  
it…”	  
	  
Orin:	  “The	  thing	  is…	  there’s	  so	  much	  potential	  as	  well	  in	  terms	  of	  street	  art,	  uhmm…	  
but	  also	  just	  in	  terms	  of	  anything	  else.	  You	  could	  really	  just	  put	  forward	  a	  proposal	  
for	  anything	  to	  the	  right	  people	  and,	  you	  know,	  the	  city	  is	  yours	  –	  it	  is	  just	  a	  case	  of	  
claiming	  it	  and	  doing	  something.	  So…	  illegally	  and	  legally,	  it’s	  got	  a	  lot	  to	  offer	  
[laughs].	  
	  
This	  shows	  a	  high	  level	  of	  attachment	  to	  the	  city,	  further	  noting	  that	  this	  feeling	  and	  
perception	  of	  the	  city	  are	  also	  rooted	  in	  the	  realities	  that	  are	  found	  within	  the	  city.	  Such	  
realities	  include	  crime	  and	  poverty,	  real	  issues	  that	  have	  become	  part	  of	  the	  everyday	  lives	  
of	  certain	  inhabitants	  within	  the	  city.	  However,	  despite	  all	  these	  negative	  aspects	  of	  the	  city,	  
there	  is	  still	  something	  great	  about	  it	  –	  something	  that	  seems	  to	  not	  exist	  outside	  the	  inner	  
city	  environment.	  This	  further	  suggests	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  very	  welcoming	  city,	  a	  space	  for	  
everyone	  regardless	  of	  one’s	  background	  and	  abilities.	  
	  
For	  Orin,	  the	  act	  of	  painting	  in	  the	  city	  is	  important	  because	  it	  enables	  her	  to	  get	  away	  from	  
most	  things	  in	  life.	  As	  she	  is	  working	  during	  weekdays	  most	  of	  the	  free	  time	  she	  has	  is	  on	  
weekends	  hence	  she	  expresses	  a	  strong	  need	  to	  not	  be	  bothered	  during	  this	  time	  as	  she	  
paints.	  Hence	  for	  her,	  painting	  almost	  has	  an	  important	  therapeutic	  role	  to	  play	  in	  her	  life:	  
	  
Orin:	  “For	  me	  it’s	  just	  like	  really…	  blowing	  steam	  off,	  you	  know,	  just	  doing	  my	  own	  
thing.	  I	  really	  do	  it	  to,	  kind	  of	  just…	  relax.	  It	  is	  the	  one	  time	  in	  the	  week	  where	  I	  can	  
do	  something	  and	  I’ve	  got	  an	  excuse	  not	  to	  be	  bothered	  by	  anyone	  and	  I	  don’t	  have	  
to	  feel	  obliged.	  That’s	  what	  painting	  is	  essentially	  about.	  Whether	  it	  is	  on	  canvases	  
or	  in	  my	  notebook	  or	  on	  walls,	  it	  is	  just	  really	  my	  time	  to	  kind	  of…	  [contemplates	  for	  
a	  moment],	  meditate	  on	  the	  week	  or	  the	  day	  or	  whatever	  or	  life	  and	  just	  do	  
something	  even	  if	  it	  doesn’t	  relate	  directly	  to	  that.	  It	  is	  a	  very	  personal	  thing	  but	  at	  
the	  same	  time	  very	  public	  so	  it’s	  kind	  of…	  got	  a	  double	  function.”	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Propa*	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   80	  
	  
	  
Age:	  undisclosed	  
Lives	  in:	  Linden,	  Johannesburg	  	  
Has	  been	  painting	  Joburg	  for:	  9	  years	  
	  
Propa	  has	  been	  practicing	  her	  street	  art	  in	  the	  city	  for	  almost	  ten	  years	  now.	  For	  the	  past	  
year,	  she	  has	  been	  painting	  together	  with	  Orin.	  Since	  she	  started	  with	  her	  street	  art,	  she	  has	  
accessed	  many	  different	  kinds	  of	  spaces	  and	  has	  encountered	  different	  reactions	  to	  her	  art	  
from	  different	  people.	  She	  defines	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  city	  with	  its	  own	  distinctive	  visual	  
culture,	  which	  has	  also	  been	  one	  of	  the	  key	  drivers	  behind	  the	  type	  of	  street	  art	  she	  does	  in	  
the	  city.	  As	  a	  street	  artist,	  Propa	  also	  finds	  the	  inner	  city	  to	  have	  the	  perfect	  audience	  for	  the	  
type	  of	  art	  that	  she	  does:	  
	  
Propa:	  “My	  first	  paste-­‐ups	  I	  put	  up	  in	  Braamfontein	  and	  I	  felt	  like…	  [contemplates	  
for	  a	  moment],	  the	  audience	  while	  it	  is	  bigger	  than,	  say	  in	  the	  suburbs,	  it	  doesn’t	  
have	  that	  kind	  of	  dynamism	  as	  when	  you	  go	  down	  Newtown	  then	  deep	  town.	  It’s	  
like…	  [sighs],	  there	  is	  so	  much	  activity	  and	  so	  many	  people	  taking	  in	  that	  stuff	  (the	  
street	  art).	  Then	  you	  look	  at,	  like,	  those	  abortions	  and	  penis	  enlargement	  stuff	  all	  
over	  the	  place	  and	  you	  start	  to	  think,	  ”like,	  what	  kind	  of	  visual	  culture	  is	  kind	  of	  
prominent	  in	  those	  spaces?”	  and	  then	  try	  to	  inject	  your	  own	  voice	  to,	  kind	  of,	  talk	  
about	  that	  is	  really	  what	  like	  [pauses],	  man,	  that’s	  amazing!	  That’s	  like	  a	  platform	  to	  
speak	  to	  people	  who	  are	  listening.”	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As	  much	  as	  she	  finds	  the	  inner	  city	  attractive	  and	  beautiful,	  Propa	  is	  also	  very	  critical	  about	  
how	  inner	  city	  spaces	  such	  as	  Newtown	  have	  evolved	  over	  the	  years.	  Her	  critique	  is	  based	  
on	  the	  kinds	  of	  new	  developments	  that	  have	  been	  taking	  place	  in	  Newtown,	  which	  have	  
resulted	  in	  the	  exclusion	  of	  young	  people	  from	  that	  space	  to	  a	  large	  extent.	  She	  maintains	  
that	  Newtown	  used	  to	  be	  a	  much	  better	  place	  where	  everyone	  was	  welcome	  and	  had	  an	  
opportunity	  to	  partake	  in	  whatever	  activity	  they	  wished	  to.	  	  
	  
Me:	  “What	  draws	  you	  to	  areas	  like	  Newtown	  in	  the	  city,	  what	  do	  you	  find	  special	  
about	  it?”	  
Propa:	  “Newtown	  is	  cool	  because	  there’s,	  like,	  a	  lot	  of	  arts	  kind	  of	  stuff	  going	  on.	  
Okay	  wait,	  [interjects],	  I	  think	  I	  would	  have	  said	  that,	  like	  two	  years	  ago.	  Now	  
Newtown	  is	  just	  a	  sad	  wreckage…”	  
Me:	  “It	  is?”	  
Propa:	  “Yeah…”	  
Me:	  “How	  so?”	  
Propa:	  “Like,	  a	  lot	  of	  the	  great	  kind	  of	  cultural…	  [takes	  long	  pause]	  mingling,	  I	  
suppose,	  that	  was	  going	  on	  there	  a	  while	  ago	  is	  not	  happening	  anymore.	  I	  don’t	  
know…	  they	  knocked	  down	  that	  whole	  market	  there,	  they’re	  doing	  all	  this	  building.	  
To	  me,	  it	  is	  just	  obscure.	  It’s	  become	  much	  less	  about	  the	  people	  and	  more	  about	  
the	  surface	  of	  things	  –	  like	  building	  fancy	  restaurants	  that	  no	  one	  can	  afford	  to	  eat	  
at,	  when	  everyone	  else	  used	  to	  sleep	  in	  the	  park	  and	  smoke	  joints	  or	  go	  skating	  and	  
get	  up	  to	  stuff	  on	  a	  human	  level.	  Now	  it’s	  much	  more	  about	  the	  façade.	  So,	  
Newtown	  used	  to	  be	  interesting	  for	  those	  reasons.	  And	  town	  is	  amazing	  because	  
there’s	  so	  many	  foreigners,	  like…	  wow!	  So,	  you’ll	  be	  missioning	  and	  you’ll	  hear,	  like,	  
Portuguese	  and	  then,	  like,	  there’ll	  be	  an	  Ethiopian	  dude	  over	  there	  and	  there’s,	  like,	  
Somalians	  here	  and	  Mozambicans.	  So,	  you	  get	  this	  whole	  mix	  of	  people	  and	  
language	  and	  culture	  and	  crazy	  children	  and	  angry	  taxi	  drivers	  and,	  like,	  there’s	  just	  
so	  much	  activity,	  so	  much	  rich	  culture	  in	  that	  space.”	  
	  
	  
In	  summary	  therefore,	  Propa	  feels	  that	  young	  people	  should	  be	  able	  to	  claim	  and	  use	  space	  
as	  they	  wish.	  They	  should	  be	  able	  to	  personalise	  it,	  extend	  their	  own	  identities	  within	  those	  
spaces	  because	  that	  is	  where	  they	  spend	  most	  of	  their	  time.	  She	  maintains	  that	  young	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people	  in	  the	  city	  have	  been	  made	  to	  feel	  that	  this	  is	  not	  possible	  to	  do	  through	  advertising	  
and	  other	  visual	  mediums	  that	  have	  encroached	  onto	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
Propa:	  “I	  have	  this	  objection	  to	  the	  way	  that	  things	  are	  advertised	  to	  us,	  like	  on	  the	  
billboards	  or,	  just	  in	  your	  face	  all	  the	  time	  –	  on	  TV,	  in	  the	  print	  media,	  on	  the	  streets,	  
on	  the	  abortion	  posters.	  Stuff	  is	  just	  in	  your	  face	  all	  the	  time	  and	  whether	  it	  is	  legal	  
or	  illegal	  it	  is	  there	  constantly.	  I	  think,	  like,	  we’re	  so…	  [contemplates	  for	  a	  moment],	  
kind	  of	  desensitised,	  almost.	  We’re	  so…	  [contemplates	  further],	  we	  just	  take	  it	  in,	  
you	  know?	  We	  just	  suck	  it	  up	  instead	  of	  saying	  “wait	  a	  minute,	  it’s	  our	  space!”	  
Maybe	  I	  want	  to	  see,	  like,	  a	  picture	  of	  a	  horse	  walking	  along	  the	  road,	  I	  don’t	  know…	  
[laughs].	  So,	  why	  not	  just	  go	  and	  put	  it	  up?”	  	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   83	  
Magwinya*	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   84	  
	  
	  
Age:	  23	  
Lives	  in:	  Parktown,	  Johannesburg	  	  
Has	  been	  painting	  Joburg	  for:	  3-­‐4	  years	  
	  
Magwinya	  has	  been	  painting	  some	  street	  art	  in	  the	  city	  for	  over	  three	  years	  and	  in	  the	  
process,	  has	  also	  learnt	  much	  about	  Johannesburg.	  He	  explains	  how	  as	  a	  street	  artist,	  he	  
now	  has	  a	  reason	  to	  walk	  into	  the	  inner	  city,	  explore	  new	  and	  hidden	  spaces	  that	  he	  would	  
have	  otherwise	  missed	  if	  he	  was	  travelling	  in	  a	  car.	  In	  finding	  all	  those	  other	  alternative	  
spaces	  that	  people	  and	  the	  city	  do	  not	  often	  pay	  attention	  to,	  he	  taps	  into	  new	  worlds	  and	  
new	  knowledge	  about	  the	  city.	  He	  thus	  talks	  about	  how	  much	  we	  do	  not	  know	  about	  the	  
city,	  the	  fact	  that	  there	  are	  so	  many	  other	  things	  that	  do	  not	  appear	  on	  the	  surface	  of	  the	  
streets	  of	  the	  city.	  To	  him,	  this	  is	  the	  most	  interesting	  aspect	  of	  the	  city:	  
	  
Magwinya:	  “The	  people,	  the	  density	  of	  it	  and	  the	  activity;	  it	  is	  very	  interesting	  
because	  when	  you’re	  in	  a	  car	  it	  just	  looks	  crazy,	  you	  know?	  You	  almost	  don’t	  want	  to	  
get	  out	  of	  your	  car.	  But	  once	  you	  get	  into	  it,	  it	  still	  is	  a	  bit	  crazy	  but	  then	  you	  realise	  
that	  there’s,	  like…	  it’s	  not	  just	  people	  –	  it’s	  people	  doing	  things.	  There’s	  all	  these,	  
like,	  kinds	  of	  little	  interesting	  things.”	  
	  
Magwinya:	  “You	  just	  see	  so	  much	  and	  hear	  so	  much…	  [takes	  long	  pause],	  that’s	  
like…	  if	  those	  walls	  were	  somewhere	  else	  I’d	  still	  paint	  them	  but	  what	  makes	  those	  
walls	  interesting	  in	  those	  places	  is	  dealing	  with	  the	  people,	  you	  know?	  And	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sometimes	  it’s	  good	  and	  sometimes	  it’s	  really	  sh*t.	  It’s	  like,	  a	  back-­‐and-­‐forth.	  Like,	  
you	  painting	  there	  provokes	  reactions	  from	  people	  –	  good	  or	  bad	  reactions,	  but	  
then	  their	  reactions	  also	  kind	  of	  influence	  what	  you	  paint.	  Maybe	  not	  this	  time,	  but	  
the	  next	  time,	  you	  know?	  So,	  that’s	  a	  back-­‐and-­‐forth,	  which	  is	  good.”	  
	  
Magwinya	  also	  sees	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  space	  of	  opportunity	  and	  possibilities.	  As	  a	  street	  
artist,	  he	  sees	  the	  city	  as	  a	  canvas,	  a	  medium	  through	  which	  he	  can	  communicate	  his	  ideas	  
and	  voice	  out	  opinions	  about	  the	  city	  and	  those	  who	  occupy	  it.	  Those	  occupying	  the	  city	  also	  
see	  it	  as	  an	  opportunity	  to	  generate	  income	  in	  every	  situation	  possible.	  Security	  guards	  will	  
often	  ask	  for	  a	  bribe,	  the	  police	  will	  do	  the	  same	  in	  order	  to	  grant	  permission	  to	  be	  in	  certain	  
public	  spaces.	  Magwinya	  explains	  how	  some	  civilians	  would	  even	  want	  to	  charge	  him	  for	  
painting	  some	  walls	  in	  the	  city.	  Hence	  we	  begin	  to	  see	  the	  plurality	  of	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  
city,	  their	  multifaceted	  nature	  and	  how	  they	  support	  or	  thwart	  advances	  made	  by	  those	  who	  
occupy	  them:	  
	  
Magwinya:	  “Well…	  generally	  [interjects],	  I	  don’t	  even	  think	  you	  can	  say	  generally	  
[laughs];	  but	  mostly,	  people	  are	  doing	  business	  for	  real	  [laughs].	  People	  are,	  like…	  
hawking,	  you	  know?	  Vendors,	  there’s	  like,	  a	  shop	  there	  or…	  people	  are	  always…	  and	  
mostly,	  they’re	  making	  money.	  A	  lot	  of	  people	  think,	  like,	  “oh	  the	  city,	  what’s	  
happening?”	  or	  like,	  “it’s	  impoverished”,	  but	  like,	  whether	  it’s	  impoverished	  or	  not,	  
people	  are	  serious	  about	  making	  money.	  Also,	  sometimes	  what	  happens	  is	  that	  
people	  want	  to	  charge	  you	  to	  paint	  the	  wall.	  That’s	  a	  big	  thing.	  “No,	  how	  much	  are	  
you	  gonna	  pay?”	  [laughs].	  Then	  you’re	  just,	  like,	  “aaah”,	  you	  know?	  But	  those	  
people	  are	  always	  just	  chancers	  hey,	  you	  just	  laugh	  them	  off	  and	  they’re,	  like,	  “aaah	  
okay,	  just	  come	  paint”.	  People	  are	  always	  looking	  for	  a	  gap.	  They’re,	  like,	  “okay,	  you	  
wanna	  paint?	  What	  do	  you	  wanna	  paint?”	  Even	  when	  I	  was	  taking	  photos	  (for	  this	  
project)	  of	  the…	  [pauses	  for	  a	  moment],	  those	  dudes	  with	  the…	  [pauses	  again],the	  	  
recycling	  dudes,	  some	  guy	  came	  up	  to	  me	  and	  he’s	  like,	  “No,	  what	  are	  you	  doing	  this	  
for?”	  and	  I’m	  like,	  “No,	  I’m	  just	  taking	  photos.”	  He’s	  like,	  “no,	  because	  you	  know	  if	  
you’re	  gonna	  use	  our	  images	  then…	  [laughs],	  and	  I’m	  like,	  “ha!	  [exclaims],	  this	  guy	  is	  
so	  savvy!””	  
	  
Magwinya:	  “That’s	  the	  most	  interesting	  thing,	  because	  when	  you	  look	  at	  it	  (the	  city)	  
it	  just	  looks	  like	  a	  big	  mass	  of	  mess	  but	  when	  you	  go	  in,	  every	  little	  corner	  has	  got	  its	  
own,	  like,	  hustle.	  Every	  little	  place…	  you	  know?	  If	  you	  drive	  here	  (first	  picture	  in	  his	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collection	  above)	  you’d	  just	  be	  like,	  “this	  is	  some	  dead	  industrial	  place”,	  but	  if	  you	  go	  
there	  at	  the	  right	  time	  it	  is	  full	  of	  people,	  you	  know?	  And	  then	  it	  teaches	  you	  about	  
other	  things	  because	  all	  of	  those	  guys	  go	  through	  the	  rubbish	  and	  have	  those	  carts	  
and	  you	  never	  really	  think	  about	  what	  they’re	  doing	  but	  now	  I	  know.”	  
	  
Hence	  Magwinya	  sees	  the	  city	  as	  having	  a	  life	  of	  its	  own,	  something	  that	  we	  hardly	  consider	  
or	  reflect	  on	  as	  we	  go	  through	  the	  city.	  For	  his	  street	  art	  to	  be	  found	  in	  even	  the	  most	  
remote	  parts	  of	  the	  city	  shows	  that	  eagerness	  to	  know	  as	  much	  as	  possible	  about	  the	  city	  
and	  at	  the	  same	  time	  communicating	  with	  the	  city	  through	  his	  art.	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Linda	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Age:	  21	  
Lives	  in:	  Brakpan,	  Ekurhuleni	  
Has	  been	  skating	  Joburg	  for:	  3.5	  years	  
	  
The	  most	  interesting	  thing	  about	  Linda	  is	  that	  she	  is	  the	  only	  female	  skater	  I	  have	  come	  
across	  in	  the	  city.	  She	  is	  from	  Ekurhuleni	  in	  the	  East	  of	  Johannesburg	  and	  has	  been	  skating	  in	  
the	  city	  for	  about	  three	  and	  a	  half	  years.	  As	  males	  mostly	  dominate	  street	  skating,	  her	  views	  
on	  the	  activity	  are	  slightly	  modest	  –	  being	  glad	  that	  she	  is	  never	  treated	  differently	  from	  the	  
rest	  of	  the	  male	  skaters.	  However	  she	  does	  sometimes	  feel	  as	  though	  she	  has	  more	  work	  to	  
do	  in	  terms	  of	  complex	  tricks	  to	  master	  as	  a	  female	  street	  skater:	  
	  
Me:	  “Not	  a	  lot	  of	  girls	  skate	  though,	  how	  did	  you	  get	  into	  it?	  How	  did	  guys	  perceive	  
you	  when	  you	  started?”	  
Linda:	  “I	  guess	  at	  first	  it’s	  like…	  “okay,	  chicks	  dig	  it”.	  Then	  people	  are	  like,	  “oh	  that’s	  
exciting,	  at	  least	  there	  are	  chicks	  that	  are	  interested	  in	  this.””	  
Me:	  “Are	  these	  (mostly)	  guys?”	  
Linda:	  “It’s	  guys.	  Chicks	  are	  like	  “I’m	  gonna	  fall,	  no	  ways,	  oh	  my	  God”	  [laughs]”	  
Me:	  “So	  you	  were	  never	  really	  discriminated	  against	  or	  sidelined	  when	  you	  skate	  
with	  guys	  –	  because	  it	  is	  almost	  always	  guys?”	  
Linda:	  “Mostly	  it	  is	  always	  guys.	  I	  did	  at	  some	  point	  feel	  like	  I	  was	  expected	  to	  do	  
more,	  like,	  earn	  your	  place	  sometimes;	  earn	  your	  place	  in	  some	  tricks.	  I	  don’t	  know,	  
get	  to	  some	  level”	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For	  Linda,	  the	  most	  attractive	  part	  of	  skating	  in	  the	  city	  is	  there	  fact	  that	  one	  no	  longer	  
skates	  by	  themselves.	  Being	  from	  Ekurhuleni	  outside	  Johannesburg,	  she	  feels	  that	  there	  is	  a	  
better	  and	  bigger	  community	  of	  street	  skaters	  in	  the	  city	  –	  which	  is	  very	  positive	  for	  one’s	  
own	  growth	  as	  a	  skater.	  Linda	  thus	  suggests	  that	  there	  are	  better	  learning	  opportunities	  in	  
the	  city	  than	  where	  she	  comes	  from	  in	  the	  Far	  East	  Rand:	  
	  
Me:	  “What	  draws	  you	  to	  a	  place	  like	  Newtown	  as	  a	  place	  where	  you	  can	  skate?	  
There	  are	  lots	  of	  others	  in	  the	  city…”	  
Linda:	  “True,	  mostly	  it	  was	  the	  people	  that	  you	  find	  here.	  Skating	  on	  your	  own	  and	  
skating	  with	  other	  people	  –	  like,	  there’s	  more	  progress	  when	  skating	  with	  other	  
people.	  Coming	  to	  Newtown,	  you	  find	  that,	  like,	  you	  get	  pros	  that	  are	  really	  friendly	  
and	  wanna	  teach	  you;	  you	  get	  people	  that	  are	  just	  open	  and	  wanna	  teach	  you	  stuff”	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Tyrone	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Age:	  24	  
Lives	  in:	  Yeoville,	  Johannesburg	  
Has	  been	  skating	  Joburg	  for:	  2	  years	  
	  
Shortly	  after	  relocating	  to	  Yeoville	  about	  seventeen	  years	  ago,	  Tyrone	  began	  skating.	  
Although	  he	  has	  been	  street	  skating	  in	  the	  inner	  city	  for	  only	  two	  years,	  he	  has	  been	  skating	  
in	  general	  for	  about	  ten	  years	  now.	  As	  a	  passion	  of	  his,	  he	  has	  experienced	  both	  the	  
negatives	  and	  positives	  of	  street	  skating	  in	  Johannesburg.	  	  
Street	  skating	  has	  thus	  come	  to	  bear	  important	  meaning	  to	  him:	  
	   	  	  
Me:	  “What	  does	  skating	  mean	  to	  you,	  how	  would	  you	  feel	  if	  you	  suddenly	  had	  to	  
stop?”	  	  
Tyrone:	  “I	  wouldn’t	  function	  properly…	  I	  wouldn’t	  function,	  because	  it	  is	  one	  of	  the	  
few	  things	  I’m	  blessed	  to	  do,	  that	  I	  can	  kind	  of	  understand	  more	  than	  other	  things	  
and	  something	  I	  like	  investing	  my	  time	  in,	  you	  know?	  It	  does	  hurt,	  I	  won’t	  lie,	  but	  the	  
feeling	  of	  accomplishment	  you	  get	  from	  it	  –	  for	  me,	  tops	  so	  many	  other	  things.”	  
Me:	  “So	  it’s	  not	  just	  a	  hobby	  to	  you?”	  
Tyrone:	  “It’s	  a	  way	  of	  life,	  yeah...”	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Tyrone	  demonstrates	  how	  in	  some	  instances	  street	  skating	  is	  very	  central	  to	  one’s	  being	  in	  
the	  city,	  being	  a	  strong	  part	  of	  who	  they	  are.	  He	  appreciates	  it	  as	  a	  source	  of	  motivation	  and	  
confidence	  as	  it	  is	  one	  of	  the	  few	  things	  he	  is	  able	  to	  understand	  and	  do	  so	  well.	  	  This	  may	  
explain	  why	  even	  the	  most	  extremes	  of	  intimidation	  by	  the	  police	  and	  other	  members	  of	  
society	  have	  not	  been	  able	  to	  stop	  him	  from	  coming	  into	  the	  inner	  city	  to	  skate:	  
	  
Tyrone:	  “I’ve	  been	  put	  in	  a	  holding	  cell,	  I’ve	  had	  to	  fight	  off	  security	  guards…”	  
	  
Tyrone:	  “One	  day	  I	  was	  riding	  down	  this	  hill,	  in	  the	  right	  lane	  going	  with	  the	  traffic	  
and	  the	  robot	  was	  green	  and	  I’m	  going	  down	  the	  hill	  –	  like,	  quite	  a	  big	  hill	  going	  
pretty	  fast.	  This	  guy,	  out	  of	  nowhere,	  dropkicks	  me”	  
Me:	  “Was	  he	  in	  a	  car?”	  
Tyrone:	  “No,	  it	  was	  a	  pedestrian”	  
Me:	  “So	  you	  fell?”	  
Tyrone:	  “Yeah,	  I	  fell,	  man	  [laughs].	  He	  just	  dropkicked	  me	  at	  an	  intersection	  for	  
nothing.	  
	  
Due	  to	  the	  harsh	  experiences	  Tyrone	  has	  had	  in	  the	  city,	  he	  states	  that	  street	  skating	  
Johannesburg	  is	  not	  welcome	  by	  most	  people	  at	  all	  –	  particularly	  the	  older	  people.	  In	  other	  
places	  such	  as	  Pretoria	  (another	  city	  he	  has	  skated	  in)	  there	  is	  less	  of	  a	  stigma	  attached	  to	  
street	  skating	  and	  young	  people	  there	  are	  able	  to	  do	  it	  more	  comfortably:	  
	  
Tyrone:	  “I	  won’t	  lie,	  (in	  Pretoria)	  the	  scene	  (street	  skating	  scene)	  is	  more	  accepted	  
by	  the	  public.	  Here	  there	  is	  still	  a	  little	  bit	  of	  stigma,	  like,	  “yoh!	  [exclaims],	  it’s	  crazy	  
he’s	  gonna	  hurt	  himself”;	  or	  “what	  is	  that	  guy	  doing?	  He	  looks	  like	  a	  grown	  man	  and	  
he’s	  playing	  with	  those	  toys”	  
Me:	  “Is	  it	  the	  grown	  ups	  or	  younger	  people	  who	  think	  that	  way?”	  
Tyrone:	  “It	  is	  mostly	  the	  more	  senior	  members	  of	  the	  public”	  
Me:	  “So	  what	  draws	  you	  to	  Newtown?	  
Tyrone:	  “[takes	  a	  moment]…	  it’s	  like,	  if	  I	  skate	  in	  my	  hood	  in	  Yeoville,	  I	  don’t	  really	  
get	  to	  skate	  like	  the	  better	  skaters	  and	  progress,	  like	  take	  my	  skills	  to	  the	  next	  level.	  
So,	  I’m	  trying	  to	  kind	  of	  rub	  shoulders	  with	  people	  who	  make	  me	  a	  better	  skater.”	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Anthony	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Age:	  23	  
Lives	  in:	  Daveyton,	  Ekurhuleni	  
Has	  been	  skating	  Joburg	  for:	  4/5	  years	  
	  
Anthony	  is	  also	  from	  Ekurhuleni,	  in	  a	  township	  called	  Daveyton.	  He	  comes	  to	  skate	  in	  the	  
city	  mostly	  on	  weekends	  as	  he	  is	  working	  during	  weekdays.	  What	  attracts	  him	  to	  the	  city	  –	  
something	  that	  he	  does	  not	  find	  in	  the	  area	  he	  is	  from,	  is	  the	  art	  and	  street	  culture	  especially	  
in	  Newtown.	  He	  finds	  such	  an	  environment	  to	  be	  inspirational:	  
	  
	   Me:	  “What	  draws	  you	  to	  this	  place,	  Newtown;	  the	  Jozi	  scene?”	  
Anthony:	  “Well…	  [takes	  a	  long	  pause],	  the	  arts	  in	  Joburg.	  There’s	  like,	  a	  different	  
whole	  lot	  of	  arts	  and	  stuff;	  and	  the	  people,	  of	  course.	  	  
	  
Anthony:	  “Every	  kind	  of	  art.	  There’s	  music;	  there’s	  drama;	  there’s	  proper	  art	  like,	  
we	  have	  graffiti	  artists,	  you	  know?	  That	  is	  what’s	  cool	  about	  it.	  Dodging	  the	  hood,	  
come	  to	  Newtown,	  get	  inspiration,	  you	  know?	  
	  
For	  Anthony,	  street	  skating	  has	  been	  able	  to	  stand	  as	  a	  medium	  through	  which	  he	  can	  
express	  himself.	  Like	  Tyrone,	  being	  able	  to	  skate	  in	  the	  city	  means	  much	  more	  than	  a	  hobby.	  
It	  is	  something	  that	  helps	  them	  become	  better	  versions	  of	  themselves;	  a	  goal	  they	  are	  able	  
to	  achieve	  and	  deeply	  resounds	  with	  their	  personalities:	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Me:	  “What	  does	  skating	  mean	  to	  you?	  I	  mean,	  you’ve	  been	  doing	  it	  for	  so	  long…”	  
Anthony:	  “Uhmm…	  [takes	  a	  long	  pause],	  self-­‐expression.	  Self	  expression,	  because	  
I’m	  a	  person	  who’s	  like,	  uhmm…	  [contemplates	  for	  a	  moment],	  how	  can	  I	  explain	  
this?	  Skateboarding,	  like,	  kind	  of…	  I	  am	  a	  person	  who	  is	  very	  chilled	  out,	  you	  know?	  
I’m	  not	  really	  into	  things	  that	  much	  and	  skateboarding	  kind	  of	  pushes	  me	  to	  be	  that	  
person	  –	  the	  person	  that	  goes	  at	  something.	  I	  hate	  myself,	  I	  hate	  that	  I’m	  so	  chilled	  
[laughs].	  I’m	  getting	  all	  emo	  now	  but,	  you	  know?	  Skateboarding	  is	  that…	  push	  for	  
me	  in	  my	  life,	  and	  I’m	  a	  person	  who	  kind	  of	  likes	  to	  do	  things	  individually.	  
Skateboarding	  is	  not	  like	  a	  team	  thing;	  it’s	  an	  individual	  kind	  of	  thing.	  So,	  it’s	  dope…	  
it’s	  dope.”	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Omphile	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   97	  
	  
	  
Age:	  undisclosed	  
Lives	  in:	  Weltevreden	  Park,	  Johannesburg	  
Has	  been	  skating	  Joburg	  for:	  6	  years	  
	  
Omphile	  has	  been	  street	  skating	  in	  Johannesburg	  for	  about	  six	  years	  and	  has	  also	  
experienced	  many	  of	  the	  challenges	  and	  opportunities	  that	  come	  with	  it.	  He	  maintains	  that	  
as	  street	  skaters,	  six	  years	  ago	  they	  had	  more	  freedom	  in	  public	  spaces	  within	  the	  city.	  
Today,	  he	  explains,	  there	  is	  a	  much	  higher	  presence	  of	  security	  guards,	  which	  often	  limits	  
their	  street	  skating.	  For	  him,	  this	  is	  one	  of	  the	  greatest	  changes	  that	  have	  occurred	  in	  
Johannesburg	  since	  he	  started	  skating	  six	  years	  ago:	  
	  
	   Me:	  “How	  has	  it	  been	  (skating	  in	  town)?”	  
	   Omphile:	  “It’s	  been	  pretty	  cool…	  it’s	  been	  best	  actually”	  
	   Me:	  “Do	  you	  think	  it	  has	  changed	  in	  anyway	  since	  you	  started?”	  	  
Omphile:	  “It’s	  changed	  a	  lot…	  you	  get	  busted	  more	  now,	  and	  there	  is	  nowhere	  to	  
skate	  really.	  There	  were	  a	  lot	  more	  spots	  back	  then”	  
Me:	  “It	  used	  to	  be	  way	  more	  chilled	  when	  you	  guys	  started?”	  
Omphile:	  “Yeah,	  I	  guess	  there	  were	  less	  skaters	  that	  is	  why”	  
Me:	  “Now	  there	  are	  more	  skaters?”	  
Omphile:	  “Yeah,	  now	  there’s	  a	  lot	  more”	  
Me:	  “Are	  all	  skaters	  from	  around?”	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Omphile:	  “Ahh,	  just	  all	  over	  Joburg	  and	  we	  all	  just	  meet	  in	  town	  because	  we	  are	  all	  
just	  from	  the	  neighbourhoods”	  
Me:	  “There	  is	  always	  a	  skater	  in	  Newtown…	  what	  do	  you	  guys	  find	  so	  special	  about	  
it?”	  
Omphile:	  “About	  Newtown?	  It’s	  [contemplates	  for	  a	  moment]…	  it’s	  basically	  the	  
best	  place	  to	  skate	  because	  everything	  is	  sort	  of	  smooth	  (the	  tar).	  	  Well,	  it	  is	  not	  
really	  smooth,	  not	  granite	  smooth,	  but	  it’s…	  [pauses	  for	  a	  moment],	  the	  bricks	  are	  
well	  placed”	  
	   	  
Me:	  “How	  do	  you	  guys	  select	  the	  spaces	  where	  you	  skate?”	  
Omphile:	  “Aaaah	  [pauses	  for	  a	  moment],	  basically,	  it’s	  all	  dependent	  on	  the	  obstacle	  
that	  is	  there.	  If	  we	  are	  looking	  to	  skate	  something	  that	  is	  smooth	  and	  flat,	  we’ll	  just	  
find	  a	  smooth	  flat	  surface	  and	  skate	  that.	  If	  we	  wanna	  skate	  a	  ledge,	  we’ll	  look	  for	  a	  
spot	  with	  the	  best	  ledge”	  
Me:	  “And	  then	  that’s	  it?”	  
Omphile:	  “That’s	  it	  –	  that’s	  the	  deciding	  factor”	  
Me:	  “That’s	  how	  you	  guys	  move	  around	  the	  city?”	  
Omphile:	  “That’s	  how	  we	  move	  around	  the	  city	  –	  and	  obviously,	  we	  move	  because	  
we	  get	  kicked	  out	  as	  well	  [laughs]”	  
	  
	  
Hence	  although	  the	  city	  has	  changed	  and	  new	  things	  developed,	  there	  is	  still	  opportunity	  
vested	  in	  the	  streets	  as	  public	  spaces	  –	  demonstrated	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  more	  skaters	  are	  
attracted	  to	  the	  inner	  city	  today	  than	  ever	  before.	  Furthermore,	  the	  streets	  have	  a	  distinct	  
character	  of	  their	  own,	  which	  may	  be	  difficult	  to	  find	  in	  other	  spaces	  such	  as	  a	  skate	  parks.	  
For	  the	  above	  reasons	  and	  more,	  Omphile	  has	  grown	  attached	  to	  Johannesburg	  for	  the	  past	  
six	  years	  and	  his	  perceptions	  of	  the	  city	  itself	  demonstrate	  reveal	  this:	  
	  
Omphile:	  “…Joburg’s	  the	  one	  city	  that	  doesn’t	  lie	  to	  you.	  Like,	  every	  other	  city	  is	  all	  
nice	  and	  people	  live	  there,	  work	  there,	  but	  if	  Joburg	  doesn’t	  like	  you	  –	  it	  doesn’t	  like	  
you.	  You’ll	  feel	  it	  [laughs]…”	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The	  general	  feeling	  is	  that	  Johannesburg	  is	  a	  beautiful	  city	  and	  both	  skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  
glad	  to	  be	  in	  it	  and	  although	  it	  has	  its	  shortfalls,	  it	  remains	  their	  home	  city.	  There	  is	  a	  strong	  
sense	  of	  attachment	  to	  the	  city	  –	  which	  may	  begin	  to	  explain	  why	  they	  always	  come	  back	  
even	  when	  they	  get	  chased	  out	  of	  certain	  spaces.	  Both	  skaters	  and	  artists	  take	  such	  
experiences	  as	  part	  of	  the	  thrill	  of	  being	  in	  the	  city,	  not	  as	  anything	  necessarily	  bad	  because	  
after	  all,	  they	  want	  to	  be	  challenged.	  Being	  in	  the	  inner	  city	  is	  also	  seen	  as	  an	  opportunity	  to	  
learn	  about	  other	  people	  and	  their	  cultures	  (as	  Magwinya	  and	  Propa	  have	  highlighted);	  to	  
learn	  to	  improve	  on	  skating	  as	  Linda	  suggested.	  Generally,	  the	  city	  is	  also	  appreciated	  as	  a	  
source	  of	  inspiration.	  	  
	  
These	  experiences	  overlap	  in	  a	  manner	  that	  brings	  Johannesburg	  across	  as	  a	  place	  of	  many	  
contrasts	  and	  within	  that	  still	  lie	  room	  for	  opportunity.	  One	  of	  the	  main	  challenges	  for	  
someone	  that	  wishes	  to	  redesign	  some	  of	  the	  spaces	  where	  street	  art	  or	  skating	  takes	  place	  
would	  be	  anticipating	  different	  users	  and	  different	  activities.	  Hence,	  a	  design	  that	  is	  
adaptable	  with	  materials	  that	  are	  durable	  will	  be	  most	  effective,	  serving	  their	  purpose	  for	  a	  
prolonged	  period	  of	  time.	  Another	  challenge	  would	  be	  the	  following:	  how	  do	  you	  physically	  
alter	  those	  spaces	  without	  destroying	  the	  real	  nature	  of	  those	  activities?	  The	  nature	  of	  
boundless	  expression;	  of	  being	  insurgent	  and	  at	  times	  at	  the	  edge	  of	  the	  law?	  	  
Conclusion	  
	  
Each	  of	  the	  participants	  holds	  a	  very	  distinct	  perception	  of	  the	  city.	  There	  are	  some	  things	  
they	  deem	  positive	  about	  the	  city	  as	  well	  as	  the	  negative	  but	  even	  when	  they	  talk	  about	  the	  
negative	  aspects,	  their	  attitude	  about	  the	  city	  does	  not	  change.	  Moreover,	  they	  all	  claim	  
ownership	  to	  the	  city	  –	  through	  their	  speech	  and	  actions.	  The	  city,	  in	  a	  way,	  is	  seen	  as	  their	  
home	  –	  the	  one	  environment	  with	  the	  most	  potential	  to	  allow	  self-­‐expression,	  freedom	  and	  
general	  belonging	  as	  young	  people.	  The	  chapter	  has	  thus	  shown	  the	  kind	  of	  knowledge	  that	  
these	  seven	  young	  people	  have	  over	  Johannesburg	  as	  well	  as	  their	  dreams	  and	  aspirations	  
shown	  through	  the	  critique	  they	  have	  of	  the	  city.	  The	  subsequent	  chapters	  will	  demonstrate	  
how	  that	  knowledge	  has	  informed	  the	  way	  in	  which	  they	  have	  appropriated	  public	  spaces	  in	  
the	  city.	  
	  
*Pseudonym	  
Utterances	  removed	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Introduction	  	  
The	  following	  chapter	  expands	  on	  the	  key	  findings	  revealed	  in	  the	  previous	  chapter.	  It	  seeks	  
to	  delve	  into	  greater	  detail	  to	  eventually	  be	  able	  to	  establish	  the	  ways	  and	  reasons	  behind	  
the	  appropriation	  of	  space	  by	  the	  street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists.	  As	  this	  was	  a	  case	  study	  
approach	  where	  the	  participants	  became	  the	  case	  being	  studied,	  the	  analysis	  is	  also	  
structured	  in	  such	  a	  way	  that	  it	  captures	  the	  stories	  and	  experiences	  they	  shared.	  According	  
to	  Francis	  and	  Hester	  (2004)	  this	  is	  the	  essence	  of	  ethnomethodology	  which	  is	  the	  direction	  
followed	  in	  analysing	  the	  findings.	  The	  chapter	  thus	  seeks	  to	  reveal	  and	  engage	  with	  the	  rich	  
and	  informative	  stories,	  things	  that	  we	  did	  not	  know	  as	  planners	  and	  stories	  these	  young	  
people	  have	  never	  told	  with	  regards	  to	  their	  presence	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
The	  conceptual	  framework	  outlined	  at	  the	  end	  of	  chapter	  two	  is	  immensely	  important	  here	  
as	  it	  is	  the	  link	  between	  the	  research	  question	  and	  the	  findings.	  The	  four	  concepts	  
underlined	  in	  the	  conceptual	  firework	  have	  thus	  been	  drawn	  out	  of	  the	  findings,	  although	  in	  
a	  slightly	  different	  form	  but	  the	  ideas	  are	  still	  the	  same.	  Below	  are	  the	  main	  ideas	  under	  
which	  lay	  the	  reasons	  why	  and	  how	  space	  in	  the	  city	  is	  appropriated:	  
	  
• Things	  I	  want	  to	  see	  more	  of	  
• Things	  I	  do	  not	  want	  to	  see	  
• I	  am	  attracted	  to	  the	  city	  because…	  	  
• Sometimes	  I	  am	  forced	  to	  find	  alternative	  spaces	  	  
	  
The	  following	  analysis	  is	  also	  structured	  according	  to	  the	  themes	  above.	  As	  these	  themes	  are	  
explored	  in	  the	  chapter,	  more	  is	  revealed	  about	  the	  identities	  of	  the	  young	  people	  and	  how	  
they	  manifest	  in	  the	  public	  spaces	  they	  occupy.	  For	  each	  theme,	  a	  total	  of	  four	  images	  are	  
selected.	  This	  is	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  not	  all	  questions	  were	  answered	  photographically	  as	  
some	  participants	  could	  not	  complete	  the	  task	  and	  where	  the	  photographs	  were	  taken,	  not	  
all	  of	  them	  were	  developed	  successfully	  due	  to	  technical	  drawbacks	  with	  the	  film	  used.	  
Hence	  four	  is	  a	  good,	  even	  number	  that	  can	  be	  split	  into	  two	  in	  order	  to	  draw	  from	  both	  
street	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists.	  The	  chapter	  begins	  with	  table	  1	  and	  2	  outlining	  the	  key	  
findings	  from	  each	  group	  of	  participants.	  These	  findings	  emerged	  from	  both	  the	  
photographs	  and	  photo-­‐interviews.	  The	  four	  themes	  above	  thus	  also	  encompass	  the	  findings	  
outlined	  in	  the	  two	  tables.	  The	  rest	  of	  the	  chapter	  then	  elaborates	  on	  these	  findings	  –	  in	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light	  of	  the	  conceptual	  framework	  themes	  above,	  through	  photographs,	  inserts	  from	  the	  
photo-­‐interviews	  as	  well	  as	  analysis.	  
	  
Table	  1	  –	  Overall	  key	  findings	  from	  street	  skaters	  (four	  in	  total)	  
Key	  theme	   Mentions/occurences	  
1.	  Beginners	  tend	  to	  skate	  in	  isolation	  from	  
the	  rest	  of	  the	  group	  	  
 
2.	  Infrastructure	  key	  factor	  in	  deciding	  on	  
spaces	  
	  
3.	  Physical	  obstacles	  another	  key	  factor	   	  
4.	  We	  get	  kicked	  out	  of	  spaces	  very	  often	   	  
5.	  I	  skate	  to	  challenge	  myself	   	  
6.	  I	  do	  not	  want	  a	  skate	  park	   	  
7.	  I	  would	  like	  to	  see	  less	  pollution	  	   	  
8.	  Street	  art	  completes	  the	  skating	  
atmosphere	  
	  
9.	  It	  is	  convenient	  to	  skate	  in	  the	  inner	  city	   	  
10.	  The	  city	  is	  attractive	  because	  of	  the	  large	  
variety	  of	  people	  
	  
11.	  Need	  for	  more	  skating	  events	   	  
12.	  Some	  spaces	  not	  optimally	  used	  in	  the	  
city	  
	  
13.	  Need	  for	  more	  skating	  events	   	  
14.	  Bribing	  security	  works	   	  
15.	  Most	  skating	  takes	  place	  on	  weekends	   	  
	  
	  
Table	  2	  –	  Overall	  key	  findings	  from	  street	  artists	  (three	  in	  total)	  
Key	  theme	   Mentions/occurences	  
1.	  Artworks	  are	  not	  done	  randomly,	  time	  is	  
of	  importance	  	  
	  
2.	  We	  sometimes	  ask	  for	  permission	  where	  
we	  want	  to	  paint	  
	  
3.	  We	  do	  not	  ask	  for	  permissiom	  for	  paste-­‐
ups	  
	  
4.	  The	  dilapidating	  parts	  of	  the	  city	  are	  the	  
best	  
	  
5.	  Advertising	  pollutes	  public	  space	   	  
6.	  Poorer	  areas	  of	  the	  city	  are	  more	  
welcoming/accepting	  of	  street	  art	  
	  
7.	  We	  love	  spaces	  of	  high	  activity	  and	  
numbers	  of	  people	  
	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8.	  Suburbs	  (especially	  in	  the	  North),	  are	  
boring	  
	  
	  
Things	  I	  want	  to	  see	  more	  of	  
	  
Tyrone	  
	  
	  
	  
Tyrone:	  “That	  is	  in	  the	  park,	  just	  in	  the	  Ko’Spotong	  (a	  restaurant)	  courtyard”	  
	  
	   Tyrone:	  “That	  was	  there	  (the	  ramps)	  for	  an	  event…”	  
	   Me:	  “What	  was	  happening?”	  
Tyrone:	  “Actually	  it	  was,	  like,	  the	  day	  before	  we	  couldn’t	  get	  into	  that	  area	  because	  
there	  were	  some	  performers	  and	  they	  were	  charging	  R150	  to	  get	  in.	  The	  event	  
organiser	  was	  so	  lazy	  the	  next	  day	  he	  didn’t	  come	  to	  get	  the	  ramps.	  So,	  we	  knew,	  
like,	  because	  we	  got	  kicked	  out	  the	  day	  before	  we	  knew,	  like,	  “let	  the	  hype	  die	  
down,	  we’ll	  be	  back	  tomorrow	  when	  no	  one’s	  here”.	  Lucky	  for	  us	  that	  guy	  was	  so	  
lazy	  he	  didn’t	  return	  my	  friend’s	  ramps	  and	  they	  were	  still	  there	  so	  we	  skated	  for	  
free”	  
	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Me:	  “So	  why	  would	  you	  want	  to	  see	  more	  of	  this	  kind	  of	  space	  if	  they	  make	  you	  
pay?”	  
Tyrone:	  “Because,	  like…	  [pauses	  for	  a	  moment],	  in	  Joburg	  at	  the	  moment	  there	  are	  
not	  many	  parks	  where	  everyone	  can	  centralise,	  unfortunately.	  Because	  there	  are	  
not	  parks	  and	  stuff	  we	  have	  to	  centralise	  or	  meet	  in	  the	  streets.	  There	  are	  street	  
skaters	  that	  like	  skating	  in	  the	  streets	  but	  a	  park	  would,	  like,	  make	  it	  easier	  for	  a	  
whole	  bunch	  of	  people	  especially	  the	  beginners	  who	  are	  too	  scared	  or	  too	  young	  to	  
handle	  the	  responsibility	  of	  a	  skater	  on	  the	  roads.	  It	  would	  mean	  better	  safety	  for	  
them.”	  
	  
Tyrone:	  “I	  won’t	  lie,	  I’m	  more	  of	  a	  street	  skater.	  A	  skate	  park	  would	  benefit	  me	  but…	  	  
[pauses	  for	  a	  moment],	  but	  I	  think	  it	  would	  be	  beneficial	  to	  other	  people.	  I	  won’t	  lie,	  
I	  like	  street	  skating	  because	  of	  the…	  like,	  there	  are	  no	  rules.”	  
	  
	  
From	  the	  above	  conversation	  we	  begin	  to	  see	  some	  of	  the	  dynamics	  that	  are	  inherent	  in	  
street	  skating.	  There	  is	  a	  sense	  of	  urgency	  –	  where	  the	  skaters	  need	  to	  grab	  every	  
opportunity	  available	  to	  them	  so	  they	  can	  skate,	  for	  example	  when	  they	  saw	  that	  the	  event	  
organiser	  had	  not	  fetch	  the	  ramps.	  This	  sense	  of	  urgency	  and	  desperation	  emanates	  from	  
the	  fact	  that	  at	  times	  they	  have	  to	  pay	  in	  order	  to	  access	  some	  spaces	  and	  events	  that	  are	  
organised	  for	  skaters.	  Hence	  not	  all	  skaters	  are	  able	  to	  pay	  –	  which	  as	  a	  result	  has	  made	  
street	  skating	  more	  favourable.	  But	  paying	  is	  only	  one	  of	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  space	  is	  
negotiated	  for	  street	  skating.	  Whether	  bribing	  security	  guards	  or	  paying	  event	  organisers,	  
money	  or	  the	  lack	  of	  it	  implies	  access	  to	  or	  denial	  of	  access	  into	  certain	  spaces.	  In	  instances	  
where	  negotiations	  go	  against	  the	  skaters,	  particular	  spaces	  cannot	  be	  appropriated.	  
	  
The	  other	  important	  factor	  revealed	  is	  the	  fact	  that	  there	  are	  not	  many	  public	  open	  spaces	  
in	  Johannesburg.	  Due	  to	  this,	  the	  street	  skaters	  are	  more	  alert	  and	  once	  again,	  looking	  to	  
grab	  any	  skating	  opportunity	  that	  presents	  itself.	  The	  lack	  of	  available	  open	  spaces	  thus	  
makes	  the	  negotiation	  of	  space	  even	  more	  intense	  where	  every	  available	  moment	  is	  taken	  
by	  the	  skaters.	  According	  to	  Hansen	  (2008)	  public	  spaces	  are	  important	  in	  the	  lives	  of	  young	  
people	  because	  they	  play	  a	  big	  role	  in	  the	  development	  of	  their	  identities.	  When	  the	  young	  
people	  themselves	  notice	  this	  lack	  of	  public	  open	  spaces,	  they	  are	  pushed	  into	  the	  margins	  –	  
being	  forced	  to	  explore	  other	  spaces	  that	  may	  not	  be	  safe	  particularly	  for	  younger	  users	  as	  
Tyrone	  has	  indicated.	  Appropriating	  space	  is	  thus	  not	  just	  about	  the	  self,	  but	  also	  about	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other	  skaters	  –	  thinking	  about	  their	  interests	  as	  well	  and	  seeing	  how	  a	  space	  can	  be	  
negotiated	  where	  everyone	  can	  skate.	  
	  
What	  also	  emerged	  is	  a	  degree	  of	  selflessness.	  Although	  the	  missing	  facilities	  may	  not	  
necessarily	  benefit	  one	  person,	  there	  are	  certainly	  other	  people	  that	  need	  them	  more.	  
Tyrone	  has	  also	  made	  reference	  to	  an	  important	  aspect	  of	  public	  space:	  that	  they	  are	  not	  
used	  by	  the	  same	  people	  for	  the	  same	  reasons	  (Relph,	  1976).	  With	  regards	  to	  street	  skating,	  
the	  beginners	  have	  different	  needs	  from	  public	  space	  as	  compared	  to	  those	  with	  more	  
experience.	  Hence	  we	  begin	  to	  see	  that	  one	  of	  the	  reasons	  why	  the	  streets	  have	  been	  
appropriated	  for	  skating	  is	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  there	  are	  no	  other	  available	  spaces	  for	  
skating.	  In	  cases	  where	  such	  spaces	  are	  available,	  the	  problem	  becomes	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  
users	  have	  to	  pay	  and	  as	  these	  are	  young	  people	  who	  are	  mostly	  not	  employed,	  paying	  is	  
not	  possible.	  This	  is	  a	  case	  where	  identity	  becomes	  a	  spatial	  matter.	  A	  group	  and	  individual	  
identity	  requires	  a	  certain	  space	  in	  which	  it	  can	  be	  something	  visible	  and	  tangible	  –	  possibly	  
attracting	  other	  street	  skaters	  and	  people	  of	  the	  same	  interests.	  
	  
	  
Omphile	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Omphile:	  “Yeah,	  metal	  benches.	  It	  would	  be	  nice	  to	  see	  metal	  benches	  and	  that’s	  
pretty	  cheap	  to	  make	  but	  the	  city	  doesn’t	  have	  them”	  
Me:	  “Metal	  benches?	  What	  do	  you	  like	  about	  metal	  benches?”	  
Omphile:	  “They’re	  nice	  to	  grind”	  
Me:	  “Don’t	  they	  wear	  out?”	  
Omphile:	  “No,	  they	  don’t	  because	  it	  is,	  like,	  metal-­‐on-­‐metal	  kind	  of.	  Yeah,	  after	  a	  
while	  I	  guess	  it’s	  very	  ugly	  because	  the	  paint	  goes	  away…”	  
	  
	   Me:	  “So,	  you	  would	  want	  the	  city	  to	  have	  more	  metal	  benches?”	  
Omphile:	  “Yeah…	  more	  metal	  benches.	  It’s	  cheap;	  people	  can	  sit	  down,	  people	  can	  
skate.”	  
	  
In	  other	  instances,	  the	  desired	  features	  of	  the	  city	  have	  to	  do	  with	  the	  physical	  aspects	  of	  
the	  city.	  For	  Omphile,	  some	  of	  the	  urban	  furniture	  that	  is	  in	  the	  city	  in	  form	  of	  benches	  is	  
very	  limiting	  as	  it	  only	  serves	  one	  purpose	  and	  that	  is	  sitting.	  From	  the	  discussion	  above,	  he	  
begins	  to	  suggest	  that	  more	  multipurpose	  urban	  furniture	  would	  contribute	  to	  a	  more	  
vibrant	  city	  because	  all	  inhabitants	  would	  have	  a	  use	  for	  them.	  According	  to	  Bentley	  et	  al	  
(1985)	  robust	  spaces	  encourage	  creativity,	  knowledge	  sharing	  and	  self-­‐expression.	  Hence	  
street	  furniture	  with	  single	  uses,	  as	  Omphile	  has	  indicated,	  suggests	  an	  environment	  that	  is	  
less	  vibrant	  thus	  unattractive.	  
	  
In	  some	  cases	  when	  public	  spaces	  are	  appropriated	  for	  skating	  therefore,	  the	  physical	  
infrastructure	  that	  is	  there	  plays	  a	  big	  role.	  For	  skaters,	  it	  may	  imply	  a	  larger	  variety	  of	  tricks	  
that	  one	  can	  do	  within	  that	  space.	  Here	  we	  begin	  to	  understand	  that	  space	  appropriation	  
takes	  place	  due	  to	  the	  possibilities	  that	  are	  implied	  by	  the	  type	  of	  street	  furniture	  that	  one	  
finds	  within	  certain	  spaces.	  Furthermore,	  it	  depends	  on	  the	  identity	  of	  the	  appropriator	  
what	  the	  best	  use	  for	  an	  existing	  space	  or	  piece	  of	  street	  furniture	  would	  be.	  What	  is	  
interesting	  also	  is	  that	  he	  is	  willing	  to	  share	  that	  space	  and	  infrastructure	  with	  anybody	  else	  
who	  can	  use	  it.	  He	  is	  not	  trying	  to	  have	  permanent	  ownership	  of	  it.	  Hence	  the	  skaters	  
understand	  that	  appropriation	  of	  space	  is	  something	  fleeting.	  Although	  particular	  
relationships	  with	  space	  begin	  to	  develop,	  they	  are	  activated	  at	  different	  times.	  The	  rest	  of	  
the	  time	  someone	  else	  hold	  a	  relationship	  with	  that	  space.	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Propa	  
	  
	  
	  
Propa:	  “That	  was	  more	  about	  having,	  like,	  a	  woman	  in	  a	  space	  being	  heard.	  So…	  
yeah,	  and	  also	  the	  fact	  that	  Orin	  is	  a	  nice	  white	  girl	  from	  a	  nice	  suburb	  [laughs],	  
because	  honestly	  when	  I’m	  down	  town	  and	  I	  see	  another	  white	  person	  who	  is	  not	  
trying	  to	  sell	  jewellery	  at	  a	  taxi	  rank	  or	  ask	  you	  for	  R10	  to	  “get	  back	  to	  Benoni”	  then,	  
like,	  you	  go:	  “Whoa!	  I’m	  white,	  man,	  you’re	  also	  down	  town	  –	  that’s	  cool.”	  So,	  I	  
think	  more	  kind	  of	  interracial,	  intercultural	  missions,	  you	  know?	  People	  seeing	  
where	  each	  other	  come	  from,	  what	  that’s	  about…”	  
Me:	  “Do	  you	  think	  that	  there’s	  not	  a	  lot	  of	  that	  sort	  of	  thing,	  currently?”	  
Propa:	  “I	  think	  it’s	  a	  little	  superficial	  when	  it	  is	  happening.	  I	  don’t	  think,	  you	  know,	  
like…	  you’ll	  catch	  chicks	  from	  Soweto	  partying	  in	  Sandton.	  But	  it’s	  very	  superficial,	  
you	  know?	  They’re	  not	  staying	  with,	  like,	  Jewish	  people	  who	  live	  in	  Sandton,	  you	  
know?	  Like,	  you	  won’t	  find	  those	  same	  Jewish	  girls	  living	  in,	  like,	  Diepkloof.	  So	  it’s…	  
it’s	  a	  little	  superficial.	  I	  think	  it	  needs	  to	  be	  more	  in-­‐depth.”	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Propa	  brings	  very	  important	  issues	  to	  the	  fore;	  issues	  that	  city	  authorities	  and	  politicians	  
have	  tried	  to	  deal	  with	  particularly	  in	  Johannesburg.	  One	  of	  the	  issues	  she	  raises	  is	  the	  place	  
of	  women	  in	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  In	  down	  town	  Johannesburg	  there	  have	  been	  some	  
incidents	  where	  women	  were	  not	  treated	  with	  respect	  and	  belittled	  by	  men	  –	  such	  as	  the	  
incident	  in	  2009	  when	  a	  taxi	  driver	  sexually	  assaulted	  a	  woman	  because	  she	  was	  wearing	  a	  
mini-­‐skirt.	  Propa	  brings	  attention	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  not	  many	  white	  women	  would	  be	  found	  
down	  town	  Johannesburg.	  What	  is	  more	  important	  to	  her,	  is	  that	  not	  only	  her	  friend,	  Orin,	  is	  
a	  white	  female	  in	  a	  down	  town	  Johannesburg	  space	  –	  but	  she	  is	  being	  heard	  through	  the	  
public	  art	  that	  she	  is	  doing	  in	  that	  space.	  Through	  her	  art,	  she	  is	  able	  to	  direct	  people’s	  
attention	  at	  something	  and	  thus	  communicating	  whatever	  message	  she	  is	  through	  the	  art.	  
Hence	  the	  female	  artists	  here	  are	  conceptualising	  assertive	  space	  where	  the	  act	  of	  painting	  
is	  politicised	  and	  turned	  into	  a	  reaction	  that	  challenges	  the	  way	  in	  which	  women	  have	  been	  
treated	  in	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  city	  
	  
One	  value	  of	  having	  street	  art	  in	  the	  city,	  as	  we	  begin	  to	  see,	  is	  that	  it	  is	  able	  to	  encourage	  
people	  to	  come	  out	  and	  experience	  their	  city	  and	  claim	  its	  public	  spaces.	  It	  is	  also	  able	  to	  
communicate	  some	  of	  the	  social	  ills	  that	  would	  not	  feature	  in	  everyday	  conversations.	  
Hence	  Propa	  perceives	  public	  space	  as	  being	  one	  of	  the	  tools	  that	  can	  be	  used	  in	  raising	  the	  
voices	  of	  women	  who	  have	  been	  perceived	  differently	  to	  men	  in	  these	  spaces	  (ref).	  This	  is	  a	  
clear	  case	  of	  the	  question	  of	  identity	  in	  space	  and	  the	  influence	  identity	  has	  on	  how	  public	  is	  
used	  and	  perceived	  by	  different	  groups.	  In	  this	  case,	  being	  female	  is	  the	  identity	  which	  has	  
drawn	  as	  part	  of	  challenging	  popular	  preconceptions	  about	  women,	  other	  social	  ills	  that	  
need	  to	  be	  resolved	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
Through	  the	  above	  photograph	  and	  accompanying	  conversation,	  Propa	  challenges	  us	  to	  
confront	  stereotypes	  and	  other	  realities	  that	  have	  been	  inherent	  in	  Johannesburg.	  Such	  
issues	  include	  race,	  culture,	  sexism	  and	  superficial	  environments	  and	  attitudes	  that	  she	  
suggests	  are	  prevalent	  in	  the	  city	  especially	  where	  young	  people	  are	  involved.	  Hence	  as	  
public	  space	  is	  being	  appropriated	  for	  street	  art,	  the	  artists	  are	  granted	  an	  opportunity	  to	  
learn	  more	  about	  the	  city	  and	  through	  their	  practice	  of	  street	  art	  and	  their	  presence	  in	  
certain	  spaces,	  begin	  to	  challenge	  popular	  preconceptions	  about	  certain	  racial	  groups,	  age	  
groups	  and	  sex	  groups.	  The	  sort	  of	  spaces	  that	  Propa	  would	  like	  to	  see	  more	  of	  in	  the	  city	  is	  
thus	  one	  that	  is	  able	  to	  empower	  young	  people	  of	  different	  races	  and	  cultural	  backgrounds	  
and	  grant	  them	  an	  opportunity	  to	  learn	  about	  one	  another.	  Thus	  public	  space	  is	  seen	  as	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being	  capable	  of	  facilitating	  the	  achievement	  of	  the	  kind	  of	  environment	  Propa	  envisions	  in	  
Johannesburg.	  
	  
Additionally,	  these	  are	  not	  demands	  Propa	  is	  making,	  but	  rather	  observations	  made	  from	  
the	  current	  situation	  and	  a	  basic	  assessment	  of	  what	  they	  deem	  good	  or	  positive	  as	  young	  
people	  at	  any	  given	  moment.	  These	  are	  that	  kinds	  of	  things	  that	  instill	  local	  pride,	  that	  
strengthen	  place	  attachment	  and	  making	  young	  people	  feel	  like	  they	  are	  welcome	  in	  our	  
cities	  –	  regardless	  of	  what	  activities	  they	  choose	  to	  engage	  in.	  
	  
Things	  I	  want	  to	  see	  less	  of	  
	  
Anthony	  
	  
	  
Anthony:	  “A	  wasted	  area	  dude,	  I	  hate	  wasted	  area.	  Like,	  that	  could	  have	  been	  a	  mini	  
skate	  park	  or	  whatever”	  
Me:	  “Is	  there	  a	  lot	  of	  this	  kind	  of	  thing	  in	  Joburg?”	  
Anthony:	  “Yeah,	  I’ve	  seen	  a	  couple”	  
Me:	  “So	  you	  want	  a	  lot	  of	  mini	  skate	  parks?”	  
	   110	  
Anthony:	  “[laughs],	  to	  keep	  the	  cops	  from	  bothering	  us	  on	  the	  road,	  you	  know?	  
Have	  a	  mini	  street	  skate	  park,	  you	  know,	  utilise	  the	  space	  properly	  –	  or	  have	  more	  
career	  centres	  built”	  
	  
For	  Anthony	  as	  a	  street	  skater,	  land	  is	  a	  very	  important	  issue	  especially	  in	  the	  inner	  city.	  Its	  
availability	  is	  very	  limited	  and	  thus	  not	  supposed	  to	  be	  wasted	  the	  way	  that	  he	  suggests	  it	  
has	  been	  as	  demonstrated	  in	  the	  photograph	  above.	  This	  is	  not	  something	  he	  would	  like	  to	  
see	  in	  the	  city	  because	  if	  land	  were	  utilised	  to	  its	  full	  potential,	  there	  would	  perhaps	  be	  
some	  more	  recreational	  or	  educational	  spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  Anthony	  thus	  makes	  a	  distinct	  link	  
between	  land	  and	  education,	  as	  well	  as	  land	  and	  the	  prospects	  of	  having	  more	  public	  open	  
spaces.	  Like	  Propa,	  he	  is	  aware	  of	  some	  of	  the	  social	  ills	  –	  such	  as	  inadequate	  educational	  
opportunities	  for	  young	  people	  (Sheppard,	  2009).	  Anthony	  thus	  identifies	  a	  career	  centre	  as	  
something	  that	  could	  be	  built	  on	  land	  that	  is	  being	  wasted	  while	  at	  the	  same	  time	  
contributing	  to	  better	  educational	  opportunities	  for	  young	  people.	  In	  cases	  where	  land	  is	  not	  
taken	  care	  of,	  no	  negotiations	  are	  in	  place.	  All	  that	  the	  youth	  do	  is	  just	  imagine	  its	  potentials	  
and	  what	  it	  could	  instead	  be.	  As	  Kenaan	  (2011)	  argued,	  we	  are	  not	  accepting	  the	  facts	  as	  
they	  stand	  but	  would	  rather	  emphasis	  the	  environment	  we	  imagine	  
	  
Furthermore,	  Anthony	  hints	  that	  this	  space	  would	  not	  be	  suitable	  in	  its	  current	  condition	  for	  
street	  skating.	  Analysing	  the	  above	  photograph,	  the	  space	  lacks	  a	  hard	  surface	  for	  skating	  on	  
and	  also	  has	  some	  greenery	  which	  is	  not	  ideal	  for	  skating.	  These	  two	  aspects	  of	  the	  space	  
have	  thus	  made	  it	  unattractive	  to	  space-­‐desperate	  street	  skaters	  in	  the	  city.	  Anthony	  hints	  
that	  after	  intervention,	  the	  space	  could	  make	  a	  small	  and	  viable	  street	  skate	  park.	  What	  is	  
also	  important	  here	  is	  that	  Anthony	  insists	  on	  the	  “street”	  aspect	  of	  even	  the	  new	  park	  they	  
could	  build.	  In	  other	  words	  it	  has	  to	  still	  have	  a	  direct	  relationship	  with	  the	  street,	  thus	  not	  
building	  a	  skate	  park	  that	  would	  be	  inaccessible	  and	  detached	  from	  the	  rest	  of	  its	  
surroundings.	  Hence,	  some	  of	  the	  considerations	  that	  go	  into	  identifying	  spaces	  for	  
appropriation	  include,	  once	  again,	  its	  physical	  attributes.	  Secondly,	  Anthony	  shows	  us	  that	  
those	  spaces	  also	  have	  to	  be	  highly	  interlinked	  to	  their	  surroundings	  and	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  city,	  
otherwise	  they	  will	  not	  be	  attractive	  for	  appropriation	  by	  the	  street	  skaters.	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Tyrone	  
	  
	  
	  
Tyrone:	  	  “I’d	  like	  to	  see,	  like,	  less	  pollution,	  man.	  Like,	  you	  know…	  just	  a	  clean	  town,	  
cleaner	  South	  Africa.	  I’d	  like	  to	  see	  less	  pollution…	  less	  rubbish	  on	  the	  streets,	  you	  
know?”	  
Me:	  “Is	  there	  a	  lot	  of	  pollution	  in	  the	  spaces	  where	  you	  guys	  skate?	  I	  know	  this	  
picture	  you	  took	  under	  the	  bridge…”	  
Tyrone:	  “uhmm…	  I	  won’t	  lie;	  Newtown	  is	  a	  pretty	  clean	  place	  hey.	  It’s	  just	  when	  you	  
go	  into	  the	  slightly	  unknown	  and	  darker	  corners	  that	  you	  tend	  to	  notice,	  like,	  
people’s	  waste	  just	  left	  there.	  Maybe	  I	  suppose,	  like,	  more	  bins	  could	  be	  put	  into	  
place.	  That	  could	  help.	  I	  know	  like	  in	  Europe	  you	  can	  go	  to	  places	  that	  look	  so	  ghetto	  
and	  so	  graffiti’d	  up,	  but	  like,	  they’re	  really	  clean	  places	  you	  know?	  And	  like,	  a	  lot	  of	  
places	  in	  the	  world	  and	  in	  South	  Africa	  are	  like	  that	  but	  we	  need	  to	  start	  doing	  it	  
here	  more	  in	  Johannesburg.	  We	  need	  to	  take	  care	  of	  our	  city…”	  	  
	  
Tyron	  demonstrates	  a	  deep	  sense	  of	  local	  pride,	  taking	  pride	  in	  his	  city	  environment.	  He	  
identifies	  pollution	  as	  one	  of	  the	  things	  that	  need	  to	  be	  taken	  seriously	  in	  Johannesburg	  in	  
order	  to	  be	  comparable	  to	  other	  cities	  in	  the	  world.	  His	  enhanced	  sense	  of	  belonging	  and	  
attachment	  to	  the	  city	  and	  even	  the	  country	  is	  demonstrated	  in	  his	  quest	  for	  cleaner	  public	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spaces	  such	  as	  the	  streets	  because	  that	  is	  where	  he	  skates.	  According	  to	  Relph	  (1976)	  a	  
sense	  of	  belonging	  is	  enhanced	  when	  a	  city	  is	  able	  to	  provide	  for	  the	  users	  needs.	  Lynch	  
(1960)	  argues	  that	  a	  cleaner	  environment	  also	  contributes	  to	  the	  vitality	  of	  the	  city.	  These	  
attributes	  thus	  make	  the	  city	  favourable	  spaces,	  one	  in	  which	  people	  can	  relax	  and	  spend	  
time	  in	  instead	  of	  fleeting	  across	  the	  urban	  environment.	  As	  Tyrone	  skates	  often	  in	  the	  city,	  
it	  is	  thus	  important	  that	  he	  is	  given	  more	  reasons	  to	  keep	  coming	  back	  to	  the	  city	  –	  one	  of	  
those	  reasons	  being	  cleaner	  public	  spaces.	  
	  
Therefore	  we	  begin	  to	  learn	  that	  the	  process	  of	  space	  appropriation	  also	  involves	  the	  quality	  
of	  the	  space	  itself.	  We	  also	  learn	  that	  it	  is	  not	  just	  a	  particular	  space	  in	  the	  city	  that	  
contributes	  to	  one’s	  identity,	  but	  it	  is	  the	  entire	  city.	  The	  condition	  of	  the	  city	  reflects	  of	  
Tyrone	  as	  an	  individual.	  Hence	  we	  learn	  that	  the	  act	  of	  appropriation	  is	  not	  a	  random	  
process.	  If	  it	  is	  not	  a	  random	  process,	  this	  implies	  that	  there	  is	  more	  to	  each	  of	  the	  
appropriated	  space	  than	  what	  appears	  on	  the	  surface.	  From	  the	  previous	  chapter,	  we	  have	  
learnt	  that	  street	  skating	  carries	  much	  meaning	  for	  Tyrone	  as	  it	  is	  one	  of	  the	  few	  things	  he	  is	  
able	  to	  understand	  and	  carry	  out.	  This	  may	  explain	  the	  deep	  level	  of	  attachment	  to	  the	  
streets	  and	  the	  city	  and	  the	  need	  for	  better	  maintenance	  with	  regards	  to	  waist.	  This	  would	  
mean	  better	  place	  as	  well	  as	  individual	  identity	  (Proshansky	  et	  al,	  1970).	  
	  
Orin	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Orin:	  “Advertising!	  Why	  is	  it	  that	  people	  pay	  hundreds	  of	  thousands	  or	  tens	  of	  
thousands	  to	  get	  these	  massive	  billboards	  put	  up?	  Uhmm…	  I	  think	  advertising	  is	  evil;	  
it	  is	  brainwashing;	  it	  is	  selling	  false	  products	  and	  ideals	  and	  somehow	  that	  is	  more	  
important	  than	  art	  and	  creativity.	  People	  would	  rather	  have	  these	  things	  that	  cost	  
thousands	  than	  have	  people	  express	  themselves	  for	  free…”	  
	  
Orin	  makes	  a	  strong	  suggestion	  that	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  city	  have	  been	  seized	  by	  corporates	  
and	  other	  private	  institutions	  that	  are	  now	  using	  public	  spaces	  to	  promote	  their	  own	  
businesses	  and	  generate	  income.	  She	  indicates	  how	  public	  space	  has	  a	  much	  higher	  value	  
than	  that	  and	  is	  there	  for	  the	  benefit	  of	  the	  people.	  Her	  critique	  of	  billboards	  mounted	  in	  
pubic	  spaces	  is	  that	  unlike	  art,	  they	  do	  not	  serve	  the	  public	  good	  but	  only	  the	  objectives	  of	  
the	  concerned	  body.	  Hence	  she	  maintains	  that	  some	  of	  the	  visual	  culture	  in	  the	  city	  –	  such	  
as	  advertising,	  fails	  to	  capture	  the	  true	  reflection	  of	  things	  that	  go	  on	  in	  the	  city,	  the	  
realities.	  It	  is	  mainly	  concerned	  with	  selling	  products	  and	  giving	  people	  false	  hope.	  However,	  
what	  this	  highlights	  is	  the	  strong	  need	  for	  negotiation	  of	  space.	  Where	  there	  is	  no	  room	  for	  
negotiation,	  private	  interests	  may	  encroach	  onto	  public	  space	  and	  thus	  disenfranchising	  
young	  people	  of	  public	  space.	  
	  
Orin	  thus	  alerts	  of	  how	  public	  space	  has	  been	  cleverly	  taken	  by	  private	  entities	  for	  private	  
gain	  –	  something	  that	  was	  initially	  meant	  for	  the	  public	  good	  (Mitchell,	  2003).	  According	  to	  
Amin	  (2006),	  this	  is	  how	  public	  space	  becomes	  privatised.	  Through	  such	  approaches,	  people	  
are	  made	  to	  feel	  as	  though	  they	  are	  encroaching	  onto	  public	  spaces	  and	  that	  they	  are	  
initially	  not	  meant	  to	  be	  there	  in	  the	  first	  place	  (Harvey,	  2008).	  This	  issue	  thus	  begins	  to	  
speak	  to	  other	  aspects	  of	  public	  space	  in	  the	  city	  such	  as	  access,	  inequality	  in	  our	  societies	  
and	  the	  effects	  of	  globalism	  and	  capital	  on	  everyday	  public	  spaces.	  Thus	  we	  begin	  to	  learn	  
that	  as	  the	  street	  artists	  traverse	  and	  explore	  the	  city,	  they	  are	  also	  very	  critical	  of	  how	  it	  is	  
developing	  and	  as	  a	  result	  begin	  to	  identify	  some	  of	  the	  aspects	  of	  public	  spaces	  that	  
threaten	  the	  crude,	  personal	  and	  lively	  nature	  of	  public	  spaces.	  This	  is	  another	  way	  in	  which	  
young	  people	  appropriate	  public	  space	  –	  and	  that	  is	  with	  a	  clear	  and	  critical	  eye	  of	  other	  
processes	  that	  may	  limit	  their	  freedom	  or	  stand	  against	  the	  idea	  of	  a	  public	  good.	  Based	  on	  
Orin’s	  observations,	  the	  billboards	  provoked	  quite	  a	  strong	  reaction	  from	  her.	  Although	  this	  
was	  clearly	  not	  a	  space	  for	  negotiation	  at	  all,	  she	  was	  slowly	  making	  it	  a	  negotiative	  space	  
where	  she	  would	  challenge	  the	  dominant	  symbols	  of	  advertising	  if	  she	  could.	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I	  am	  attracted	  to	  the	  city	  because…	  
	  
Anthony	  
	  
	  
	  
Anthony:	  “[interjects]	  There	  security	  you	  will	  find!	  [points	  at	  the	  picture].	  Even	  
taking	  that	  picture	  I	  had	  to	  ask	  for	  permission”	  
	  
Anthony:	  “But	  then	  this	  one	  time	  I	  saw,	  like,	  guys	  skating.	  There	  was	  a	  security	  
guard	  then	  they	  gave	  him	  50	  bucks	  and	  just	  skated…	  because	  you	  can	  do	  that	  
sometimes,	  you	  know?	  Bribery,	  dude	  –	  it	  works	  everywhere!	  [laughs]”	  
Me:	  “You	  guys	  skate	  here	  a	  lot	  and	  this	  is	  one	  of	  the	  places	  that	  you	  skate.	  What	  
draws	  you	  guys	  to	  this	  area	  even	  though	  there	  are	  security	  guards?	  	  
Anthony:	  “It’s	  nice,	  smooth,	  it’s	  technical	  –	  smooth,	  technicality”	  
Me:	  “You	  find	  those	  things	  here?”	  
Anthony:	  “Yes.	  The	  tricks	  that	  you	  can	  do	  throw	  down	  there…	  it’s	  dope.	  You	  can,	  
like,	  skate	  into	  proper	  basic	  tricks	  and	  what	  not,	  but	  then	  it’s	  how	  you	  do	  and	  where	  
you	  do	  it	  sometimes”	  
Me:	  “And	  this	  is	  like,	  in	  a	  totally	  different	  part	  of	  the	  city	  (to	  Newtown)”	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Anthony:	  “Well…	  skate	  spots,	  you	  know,	  the	  technicality	  of	  the	  spot.	  I	  can	  do	  a	  kick	  
flip,	  you	  can	  do	  a	  kick	  flip.	  I	  can	  do	  it	  over	  there	  and	  turn	  it	  into	  a	  50-­‐50	  grind	  and	  get	  
off	  with	  a	  180	  or	  whatever.	  Can	  you	  do	  that,	  you	  know?”	  
	  
Anthony:	  “It’s	  you	  just	  challenging	  yourself,	  honestly.	  That’s	  you	  putting	  yourself	  out	  
there	  and	  be	  like,	  “I	  can	  do	  this”,	  you	  know?	  Until	  you	  do	  it.	  What	  you’d	  find	  with	  a	  
skater,	  they’d	  try	  maybe	  one	  trick	  on	  a	  ledge	  and	  don’t	  get	  it	  right.	  They	  won’t	  leave	  
that	  place	  until	  they	  get	  that	  trick	  –	  and	  then	  they	  can	  move	  onto	  the	  next	  trick”	  
	  
Me:	  “This	  looks	  dangerous…”	  
Anthony:	  “It	  is.	  You	  can’t	  tell	  your	  child	  when	  he’s	  going	  to	  skate	  and	  you’re	  like,	  “be	  
safe”.	  What?!	  Skateboarding	  is…	  it	  is	  not	  something	  you	  can	  do	  cautiously.	  Well	  you	  
can,	  but	  not	  really.	  Some	  things	  can’t	  be	  one	  cautiously	  –	  that’s	  skateboarding.”	  
	  
	  
Anthony	  demonstrates	  a	  very	  mature	  knowledge	  of	  the	  street	  skating	  dynamics	  in	  the	  city.	  
In	  the	  conversation,	  he	  seems	  to	  suggest	  that	  the	  city	  remains	  an	  attractive	  environment	  to	  
him	  as	  a	  skater	  because	  there	  is	  always	  a	  way	  to	  get	  around	  whatever	  challenges	  he	  might	  
come	  across.	  Whether	  it	  is	  a	  security	  guard	  or	  the	  danger	  that	  accompanies	  street	  skating,	  
opportunities	  are	  boundless	  in	  the	  city	  when	  skating.	  According	  to	  Borden	  (2002),	  the	  city	  
space	  affords	  all	  its	  inhabitants	  better	  opportunities	  because	  of	  the	  many	  and	  intense	  
networks	  that	  exist	  in	  the	  city.	  As	  a	  result	  therefore,	  Anthony	  has	  touched	  on	  bigger	  issues	  
such	  as	  security	  guards	  and	  bribery,	  showing	  strong	  conviction	  that	  it	  exists	  everywhere	  and	  
it	  works.	  For	  him	  and	  other	  street	  skaters,	  it	  has	  meant	  access	  into	  some	  of	  the	  spaces	  that	  
they	  would	  like	  to	  skate	  in	  the	  city.	  it	  is	  as	  though	  the	  condition	  of	  always	  having	  to	  
negotiate	  is	  inherent	  in	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  city.	  it	  is	  something	  that	  is	  not	  out	  of	  the	  
ordinary.	  Anthony	  shows	  that	  he	  has	  accepted	  that	  fact	  and	  is	  now	  looking	  at	  ways	  that	  he	  
can	  negotiate	  space	  and	  possibly	  other	  amenities	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  we	  begin	  to	  learn	  that	  certain	  spaces	  are	  appropriated	  due	  to	  their	  physical	  
attributes.	  In	  this	  case,	  the	  smoothness	  of	  the	  surfaces	  as	  well	  as	  its	  technicality.	  Hence	  a	  
particular	  skating	  area	  has	  to	  be	  challenging	  for	  the	  skaters.	  It	  is	  therefore	  important	  where	  
some	  tricks	  are	  performed	  because	  this	  validates	  one’s	  own	  abilities	  as	  a	  skater.	  Therefore	  
street	  skating	  in	  the	  city	  is	  also	  a	  personal	  challenge,	  a	  way	  in	  which	  the	  skaters	  motivate	  
themselves	  and	  test	  their	  own	  measures	  in	  terms	  of	  skills	  and	  courage	  –	  the	  courage	  to	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proceed	  even	  in	  dangerous	  spaces	  as	  well	  as	  overcoming	  whatever	  challenges	  may	  arise	  in	  
the	  process.	  It	  also	  becomes	  clearer	  how	  important	  of	  a	  role	  the	  built	  environment	  plays	  in	  
the	  street	  skaters	  being	  able	  to	  achieve	  their	  goals	  as	  well	  as	  sharpening	  their	  skills.	  Borden	  
(2002)	  has	  argued	  that	  this	  is	  how	  skaters	  interact	  with	  the	  architecture	  of	  cities	  and	  bring	  
most	  of	  the	  built	  environment	  to	  life	  –	  making	  it	  something	  that	  is	  the	  integrated	  into	  the	  
everyday	  practices	  of	  the	  city,	  in	  this	  case	  being	  street	  skating.	  It	  is	  therefore	  a	  creative	  way	  
in	  which	  young	  people	  interact	  with	  the	  city	  (ibid).	  
	  
	  
Magwinya	  
	  
	  
	  
Magwinya:	  “Yeah…	  it’s	  the	  people,	  you	  know?	  After	  the	  walls,	  it’s	  the	  people.	  You	  
just	  learn…	  not	  even	  learn,	  you	  just	  see	  so	  much	  and	  hear	  so	  much.	  That’s	  like...	  if	  
those	  walls	  were	  somewhere	  else,	  I’d	  still	  paint	  them	  but	  what	  makes	  those	  walls	  
and	  painting	  in	  those	  places	  interesting	  is	  dealing	  with	  the	  people,	  you	  know?	  And	  
sometimes	  it’s	  good	  and	  sometimes	  it’s	  really	  sh*t…	  [contemplates	  for	  a	  moment]	  
It’s	  like,	  a	  back-­‐and-­‐forth.	  Like,	  you	  painting	  there	  provokes	  reactions	  from	  people	  –	  
good	  or	  bad	  reactions,	  but	  then	  their	  reactions	  also	  kind	  of	  influence	  what	  you	  paint.	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Maybe	  not	  this	  time,	  but	  the	  next	  time,	  you	  know?	  So,	  that’s	  a	  back-­‐and-­‐forth,	  
which	  is	  good.”	  
Me:	  “How	  do	  you	  think	  that	  your	  paintings	  change	  those	  spaces	  where	  you	  paint?”	  
Magwinya:	  “I	  don’t	  know…	  we	  painted	  this	  one	  place	  that	  was	  really,	  like,	  bad	  you	  
know?	  It	  was	  like…	  like	  the	  floor	  was	  damp	  and	  it	  was	  leaking.	  It	  was	  a	  really	  bad	  
place.	  In	  places	  like	  that,	  you	  always	  think…	  you	  want	  to	  paint	  something	  that	  will	  at	  
least	  give	  it	  a	  better	  atmosphere,	  you	  know,	  and	  all	  those	  places	  are	  dark.	  So	  you	  
want	  to	  paint	  something	  that	  maybe	  makes	  the	  place	  feel	  a	  bit	  better,	  but	  I	  don’t	  
know	  if	  it	  actually	  does,	  you	  know?	  You	  hope	  that	  sometimes	  you	  can	  make	  a	  little	  
bit	  of	  an	  improvement,	  like	  in	  a	  space	  just	  by	  painting.	  But	  then…	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  
day	  it	  kind	  of,	  you	  know	  that	  the	  problems	  there	  are	  a	  lot	  heavier	  than	  just	  drawing	  
a	  picture	  [laughs].	  But	  I	  don’t	  know,	  you	  always	  hope	  that	  you	  can	  do	  something	  
that	  can	  make	  it	  a	  bit	  of	  a	  pleasant	  place…”	  
	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  most	  attractive	  aspects	  of	  the	  city,	  for	  Magwinya,	  is	  the	  fact	  that	  it	  avails	  
opportunities	  for	  learning.	  By	  being	  in	  the	  city,	  information	  about	  the	  city	  itself	  is	  revealed	  
through	  the	  different	  people	  one	  interacts	  with	  as	  well	  as	  the	  various	  activities	  they	  do	  and	  
spaces	  they	  occupy.	  In	  the	  photographs	  above	  we	  see	  recyclers	  who	  are	  always	  present	  in	  
the	  city,	  even	  at	  night.	  They	  stand	  as	  an	  example	  of	  some	  of	  the	  types	  of	  the	  types	  of	  people	  
and	  activities	  that	  Magwinya	  comes	  into	  contact	  with	  as	  he	  explores	  the	  city	  looking	  for	  
spaces	  to	  do	  his	  street	  art.	  This	  is	  a	  learning	  opportunities	  because	  the	  people	  he	  meets	  
occupy	  those	  spaces	  on	  a	  daily	  basis,	  they	  know	  those	  spaces	  very	  well	  and	  the	  kind	  of	  
knowledge	  they	  have	  is	  not	  accessible	  to	  everyone.	  Hence	  he	  feels	  the	  activity	  of	  painting	  in	  
the	  city	  teaches	  him	  about	  the	  city	  because	  the	  people	  he	  meets	  share	  their	  experiences	  
with	  him	  and	  he	  gains	  new	  experience	  too.	  
	  
From	  the	  conversation	  above,	  we	  thus	  begin	  to	  see	  the	  ability	  as	  well	  limitations	  of	  street	  art	  
in	  raising	  social	  awareness.	  This	  is	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  artists	  do	  not	  spatially	  
discriminate	  but	  they	  engage	  with	  all	  kinds	  of	  spaces,	  including	  the	  darkest	  parts	  of	  the	  city.	  
Carmona	  (2010)	  has	  argued	  that	  one	  of	  the	  positive	  qualities	  of	  public	  space	  in	  the	  city	  is	  
that	  it	  facilitates	  knowledge	  sharing	  and	  innovation.	  For	  Magwinya,	  the	  innovative	  part	  of	  
what	  he	  does	  is	  that	  he	  often	  goes	  into	  certain	  spaces	  with	  hopes	  that	  when	  he	  leaves	  those	  
spaces	  are	  made	  a	  little	  better.	  It	  is	  a	  creative	  and	  ground-­‐up	  initiative	  that	  pursues	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improvement	  in	  all	  parts	  of	  the	  city	  –	  including	  the	  spaces	  that	  city	  authorities	  may	  not	  know	  
about.	  We	  therefore	  begin	  to	  learn	  that	  spaces	  also	  appropriated	  with	  a	  certain	  degree	  of	  
public	  good	  in	  mind,	  a	  goal	  to	  leave	  it	  better	  and	  not	  contribute	  to	  its	  decline	  as	  many	  
authors	  have	  argued.	  Although	  this	  sentiment	  may	  not	  always	  be	  the	  initial	  motivation	  for	  
the	  street	  art,	  at	  the	  end	  it	  is	  hoped	  that	  the	  art	  has	  contributed	  to	  the	  betterment	  of	  that	  
space.	  When	  the	  artists	  are	  not	  the	  ones	  doing	  the	  negotiation,	  they	  are	  extending	  a	  further	  
negotiation	  of	  space	  where	  the	  less	  fortunate	  may	  have	  access	  to	  better	  spaces.	  This	  is	  a	  
form	  of	  social	  aware	  and	  responsibility	  to	  doing	  good	  –	  thus	  proving	  that	  street	  art	  as	  an	  
insurgent	  activity	  is	  not	  all	  about	  destroying	  space	  but	  sometimes	  about	  reconstruction	  and	  
the	  imagination	  of	  a	  better	  city	  (Kenaan,	  2011)	  
	  
Propa	  
	  
	  
Propa:	  “At	  the	  moment	  I	  think	  I’ve	  got	  about…	  [contemplates	  for	  a	  moment],	  about	  
four	  pieces	  in	  Troyeville.	  I	  like	  Troyeville	  so	  much!”	  
Me:	  “What	  do	  you	  like	  about	  it?”	  
Propa:	  “Oh	  my	  God!	  [exclaims]	  It	  is	  so	  cool.	  It’s	  got	  like,	  just	  mad,	  many	  different	  
people,	  like….	  Mozambicans.	  Like,	  dude,	  you	  don’t	  understand.	  They	  can	  get,	  like,	  
food	  made	  from	  Angola,	  or	  Mozambique,	  you	  can	  get	  traditional	  South	  African	  stuff.	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You	  can…	  I	  mean,	  it’s	  just	  crazy.	  There	  are	  kids	  everywhere	  speaking	  this	  weird	  
Troyeville	  pidgin.	  Man,	  I	  love	  that	  space”	  
	  
Propa:	  “You’ve	  seen	  where	  I’m	  from	  now.	  I	  grew	  up	  here	  and	  if	  you	  go	  out	  into	  the	  
street,	  you	  won’t	  find	  people,	  like,	  just	  chilling;	  drinking	  coke;	  talking	  sh*t.	  You	  just	  
don’t	  find	  that	  here.	  So,	  I	  like	  spaces	  where	  you	  can	  just	  go	  and	  sit	  on	  your	  front	  
lawn,	  on	  the	  road,	  and	  just	  chill	  with	  people,	  you	  know,	  and	  Troyeville	  is	  amazing	  
like	  that.	  Here,	  I	  won’t	  really	  walk	  around	  at	  night	  because	  it	  is	  just	  so	  dead.	  In	  
Troyeville	  I	  can	  mission	  around	  at	  night	  and	  feel	  totally	  safe,	  and	  somewhere	  along	  
the	  way	  have	  a	  cool	  conversation	  [laughs]”	  
	  
Propa	  demonstrates	  a	  strong	  need	  to	  be	  able	  to	  talk	  to	  other	  people,	  be	  out	  in	  the	  streets	  
and	  be	  part	  of	  the	  energy	  of	  a	  place.	  She	  is	  therefore	  drawn	  to	  the	  inner	  city	  because	  it	  
affords	  her	  an	  opportunity	  to	  talk	  to	  different	  people,	  learn	  from	  them	  and	  be	  in	  the	  middle	  
of	  the	  true	  nature	  of	  life	  in	  the	  inner	  city.	  For	  Propa,	  therefore,	  being	  exposed	  to	  other	  
people’s	  cultures	  and	  different	  ways	  of	  life	  is	  important	  especially	  in	  Johannesburg	  where	  
she	  contends	  there	  are	  many	  foreign	  nationals.	  The	  more	  different	  actors	  and	  identities	  are	  
in	  a	  space	  implies	  more	  negotiations	  for	  space.	  For	  Propa	  therefore,	  having	  to	  negotiate	  
space	  with	  other	  people	  of	  a	  differing	  background	  offers	  her	  an	  opportunity	  to	  learn	  about	  
their	  lifestyles	  and	  cultures.	  This	  is	  the	  first	  time	  where	  the	  negotiation	  of	  space	  in	  
anticipated	  and	  is	  seen	  as	  a	  way	  of	  engaging	  with	  other	  people.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  Propa	  critiques	  suburbia	  –	  its	  deadness,	  lonely	  and	  uninspiring	  nature.	  She	  is	  
attracted	  to	  Troyeville	  where	  she	  has	  recently	  added	  a	  new	  street	  art	  piece	  as	  shown	  in	  the	  
photograph	  above.	  As	  Troyeville	  is	  a	  very	  different	  space	  to	  where	  she	  resides	  in	  Linden,	  she	  
feels	  that	  expression	  and	  a	  sense	  of	  community	  are	  very	  strong	  in	  that	  type	  of	  a	  
neighbourhood	  because	  there	  is	  energy	  on	  the	  streets.	  In	  Troyeville,	  people	  interact	  with	  
each	  other	  and	  one	  even	  has	  freedom	  to	  still	  explore	  and	  be	  part	  of	  the	  public	  life	  at	  night.	  A	  
lively	  space	  such	  as	  Troyeville	  is	  therefore	  perceived	  to	  be	  safe	  even	  at	  night	  because	  there	  
is	  a	  better	  sense	  of	  community	  and	  the	  streets	  are	  heavily	  populated	  as	  compared	  to	  a	  quiet	  
northern	  suburb	  in	  Johannesburg.	  This	  gives	  substance	  Newman’s	  (1972)	  and	  Jacobs	  (1961),	  
assertion	  that	  public	  spaces	  are	  safer	  when	  they	  are	  accessible	  and	  are	  used	  as	  an	  integral	  
part	  of	  society.	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Sometimes	  I	  am	  forced	  to	  find	  alternative	  spaces	  
	  
Orin	  
	  
	  
Orin:	  “I	  like	  this.	  It	  is	  such	  a	  typical	  image…	  with	  the	  barbed	  wire.	  It	  is	  like	  keeping	  
people	  out	  and	  restricting	  them	  but	  people	  kind	  of	  always	  find	  a	  way	  to	  paint	  
around	  the	  edges,	  just	  put	  their	  name	  wherever	  they	  can.	  So	  I	  guess	  that	  is	  your	  only	  
option.	  If	  you	  can’t	  go	  there,	  paint	  next	  to	  it	  [laughs]”	  
Me:	  “So	  nothing	  ever	  stops	  you	  guys	  completely?”	  
Orin:	  “No.	  If	  anything,	  it	  challenges	  you	  if	  someone	  says,	  “you	  can’t	  do	  this”,	  then	  
you	  find	  a	  way	  to	  do	  it	  –	  even	  if	  it	  means	  just	  moving	  the	  goal	  posts	  a	  bit”	  
In	  most	  cases,	  the	  challenges	  that	  the	  street	  artists	  face	  in	  public	  space	  only	  result	  in	  greater	  
determination	  to	  accomplish	  what	  they	  had	  initially	  planned.	  An	  exclusionary	  gesture	  such	  
as	  barbed	  wire,	  clearly	  intended	  to	  draw	  boundaries	  between	  what	  lies	  inside	  and	  outside,	  is	  
seen	  by	  the	  street	  artists	  as	  a	  challenge	  to	  overcome.	  This	  suggests	  that	  public	  space	  is	  
always	  claimed	  under	  all	  circumstances	  and	  to	  use	  for	  a	  particular	  activity	  such	  as	  painting.	  
For	  these	  street	  artists,	  a	  fence	  is	  not	  enough	  to	  send	  them	  back	  home	  –	  but	  on	  the	  
contrary,	  seen	  as	  something	  inviting.	  This	  is	  a	  clear	  case	  of	  an	  assertive	  space	  where	  a	  clear	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insurgent	  identity	  is	  expressed.	  The	  act	  of	  painting	  even	  where	  there	  are	  clear	  sign	  of	  
preventing	  such	  is	  what	  makes	  this	  activity	  insurgent.	  Hence	  assertive	  space	  seems	  to	  occur	  
in	  instances	  where	  negotiation	  is	  not	  possible	  or	  it	  is	  suppressed.	  
	  
Hence	  we	  begin	  to	  learn	  that	  the	  process	  in	  which	  certain	  spaces	  result	  in	  appropriation	  for	  
street	  art	  purposes	  is	  not	  always	  a	  one-­‐way	  relationship.	  At	  times	  spaces	  are	  made	  even	  
more	  attractive	  and	  ideal	  for	  street	  art	  because	  there	  are	  clear	  measure	  that	  have	  been	  put	  
in	  place	  to	  protect	  those	  spaces.	  This	  is	  why	  some	  street	  art	  is	  done	  in	  a	  fleeting	  manner	  and	  
different	  times	  of	  the	  day	  to	  ensure	  that	  the	  risk	  of	  being	  caught	  is	  minimised.	  This	  is	  exactly	  
what	  makes	  street	  art	  an	  insurgent	  activity	  because	  sometimes	  it	  breaks	  the	  rules	  and	  does	  
not	  ask	  for	  permission.	  It	  becomes	  a	  practice	  that	  engages	  with	  the	  broader	  public	  by	  
sometimes	  disregarding	  the	  rules	  that	  are	  put	  in	  place	  by	  authority	  –	  this	  being	  the	  city	  
council	  or	  private	  property	  owners.	  
	  
Omphile	  
	  
	  
Me:	  “If	  you	  can’t	  skate	  here	  (your	  usual	  skating	  areas),	  where	  else	  do	  you	  go?”	  
Omphile:	  “That’s	  under	  the	  bridge	  by	  Kaya	  FM,	  under	  the	  M1.	  When	  it	  is	  raining	  the	  
water	  doesn’t	  get	  through	  so	  you	  can	  skate	  in	  rain	  under	  the	  bridge”	  
Me:	  “No	  problems	  with	  security	  guards?”	  
Omphile:	  “No	  problems	  with	  security	  guards	  –	  that’s	  like	  no-­‐man’s	  land	  [laughs]”	  
Me:	  “But	  if	  it	  is	  so	  cool	  why	  do	  you	  only	  take	  advantage	  of	  it	  only	  when	  it	  is	  raining?”	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Omphile:	  “Because	  there	  are	  other	  spots	  you	  could	  hit.	  There,	  you	  can	  only	  skate	  
flats	  (tricks	  that	  are	  performed	  only	  on	  a	  flat	  surface),	  or	  those	  really	  big	  stairs”	  
	  
Omphile:	  “That	  would	  be	  a	  perfect	  spot	  for	  them	  to	  build	  metal	  benches	  because	  it	  
is	  a	  big	  open	  space…”	  
	  
Although	  the	  skaters	  are	  often	  forced	  to	  find	  alternative	  skating	  areas	  in	  the	  city,	  Omphile	  
does	  not	  seem	  to	  be	  bothered	  by	  this.	  Based	  on	  his	  street	  skating	  experience	  in	  the	  city,	  he	  
knows	  that	  they	  can	  always	  find	  other	  spaces	  to	  appropriate	  for	  skating.	  In	  the	  above	  
photograph	  he	  shows	  us	  a	  space	  that	  they	  often	  use	  when	  it	  is	  raining	  in	  the	  city.	  The	  fact	  
that	  they	  insist	  on	  skating	  even	  through	  rain	  suggests	  their	  determination	  as	  skaters	  as	  well	  
as	  attachment	  to	  the	  city	  as	  their	  playground.	  Borden	  (2002)	  has	  argued	  that	  for	  street	  
skaters,	  the	  city	  is	  the	  ultimate	  playground.	  We	  see	  this	  assertion	  to	  be	  true	  in	  this	  case,	  
where	  the	  skaters	  still	  remain	  within	  the	  city	  even	  through	  rain.	  None	  of	  them	  reside	  in	  the	  
inner	  city.	  Hence	  there	  is	  something	  that	  never	  changes	  their	  feelings	  towards	  the	  inner	  city,	  
regardless	  of	  the	  fact	  that	  they	  are	  chased	  out	  of	  most	  streets	  either	  by	  Metro	  Police	  or	  
private	  security	  guards.	  
	  
Borden	  (2002)	  has	  argued	  that	  street	  skaters	  are	  performative	  and	  creative	  critics	  of	  the	  city.	  
For	  him,	  this	  is	  why	  we	  need	  to	  pay	  more	  attention	  to	  street	  skaters	  and	  not	  criminalise	  their	  
presence	  in	  the	  city	  because	  they	  also	  how	  us	  the	  faults	  of	  planning	  and	  architecture	  in	  the	  
city	  (ibid).	  In	  the	  end	  of	  the	  above	  discussion,	  Omphile	  makes	  a	  suggestion	  into	  how	  some	  of	  
the	  public	  spaces	  in	  the	  city	  could	  be	  improved.	  He	  talks	  about	  the	  absence	  of	  metal	  
benches	  –	  suggesting	  that	  there	  are	  other	  people	  who	  may	  need	  them.	  Furthermore,	  he	  is	  
stressing	  metal	  benches	  specifically	  because	  those	  benches	  can	  also	  be	  used	  by	  the	  street	  
skaters	  of	  needs	  be.	  Regardless	  of	  how	  those	  additional	  street	  furniture	  will	  be	  used,	  the	  
important	  lesson	  is	  that	  street	  skaters,	  according	  to	  Borden	  (2002),	  are	  able	  to	  identify	  some	  
of	  the	  down	  falls	  of	  urban	  planning	  and	  city	  process	  in	  a	  much	  more	  informed	  and	  creative	  
manner.	  Moreover,	  Omphile’s	  emphasis	  on	  robust	  spaces	  is	  growing	  rapidly.	  Not	  only	  does	  
he	  want	  to	  negotiate	  space	  in	  the	  city	  but	  wants	  to	  ensure	  that	  other	  people	  can	  also	  have	  
access	  to	  pubic	  space	  too.	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Tyrone	  
	  
	  
	  
Tyrone:	  “This	  is	  in	  Berea.	  It	  is	  a	  park	  or	  basketball	  court	  that	  I	  usually	  skate.	  It	  is	  just	  
also	  nice	  and	  smooth	  there.	  Sometimes	  when	  I	  look	  at	  the	  horizon	  from	  my	  house	  
and	  I	  look	  down	  towards	  the	  Newtown	  area,	  if	  I	  see	  clouds	  in	  the	  sky	  and	  I	  know	  it’s	  
gonna	  rain	  then	  I’m	  definitely	  not	  gonna	  be	  able	  to	  skate	  down	  (to	  Newtown)	  and	  
skate	  back	  up	  (to	  Yeoville).	  So	  I’d	  rather	  chill	  here	  at	  home	  (meaning	  closer	  to	  home,	  
Berea	  Park)	  because	  I	  don’t	  drive	  or	  anything	  like	  that,	  basically	  it	  is	  my	  plan	  B”	  
	  
Tyrone:	  “What	  makes	  it	  difficult	  is	  that	  it’s	  quite	  small	  especially	  when	  everyone	  is	  
out	  together	  –	  basketball	  players,	  soccer	  players…	  and	  we	  all	  got	  to	  share	  one	  single	  
court,	  you	  know.	  It	  makes	  it	  kind	  of	  difficult”	  
	  
Tyrone:	  “But	  I	  like	  to	  rock	  up	  at	  a	  space	  where	  I	  know	  I’m	  gonna	  find	  people	  I	  know,	  
possibly	  even	  new	  people	  to	  meet	  and	  I	  can	  skate	  with.	  Also,	  the	  infrastructure	  in	  
town	  around	  some	  of	  these	  spaces	  I’ve	  taken	  pictures	  is	  just	  generally	  ideal	  for	  
skating	  –	  the	  tar	  is	  really	  smooth.	  Like	  the	  manual	  pad	  at	  S’potong,	  the	  bricks	  are	  
really	  smooth.	  It	  takes	  a	  lot	  of	  consideration	  of,	  like,	  what	  is	  possible	  to	  skate	  and	  
what	  is	  not;	  what	  is	  more	  of	  a	  fight	  and	  what	  is	  more	  simple”	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In	  some	  instances	  the	  need	  to	  find	  new	  spaces	  is	  not	  due	  to	  the	  police	  or	  security	  guards.	  In	  
Tyrone’s	  case	  as	  he	  resides	  in	  Yeoville,	  the	  weather	  sometimes	  plays	  a	  role	  as	  to	  where	  he	  
will	  be	  skating	  on	  a	  particular	  day.	  Even	  in	  this	  instance,	  the	  city	  centre	  still	  remains	  his	  
favourite	  place	  to	  skate	  in	  as	  it	  is	  boundless.	  He	  is	  not	  restricted	  to	  only	  one	  skating	  area	  as	  
he	  is	  in	  the	  Berea	  Park.	  The	  inner	  city	  is	  thus	  associated	  with	  a	  greater	  level	  of	  freedom,	  
coupled	  with	  higher	  chance	  of	  meeting	  new	  people	  and	  establishing	  new	  friendships.	  Also	  in	  
the	  inner	  city,	  there	  are	  more	  options	  as	  to	  the	  available	  number	  of	  spaces	  that	  could	  be	  
possibly	  appropriated.	  In	  the	  city,	  chances	  of	  finding	  negotiative	  space,	  assertive	  space	  as	  
well	  as	  adaptive	  space	  are	  greater.	  
	  
Therefore	  we	  begin	  to	  see	  that	  there	  are	  two	  types	  of	  skating	  areas,	  based	  on	  Tyrone’s	  
perspectives.	  There	  are	  the	  main	  skating	  areas	  that	  are	  all	  within	  the	  inner	  city	  as	  well	  as	  
secondary	  spaces	  that	  are	  not	  necessarily	  within	  the	  inner	  city.	  These	  secondary	  spaces	  only	  
exist,	  for	  Tyrone,	  because	  at	  a	  given	  time	  he	  might	  not	  be	  able	  to	  access	  the	  primary	  skating	  
area.	  It	  also	  becomes	  clearer	  that	  there	  is	  not	  evident	  form	  of	  attachment	  to	  the	  secondary	  
space	  but	  on	  the	  contrary,	  the	  primary	  as	  seen	  as	  having	  many	  positive	  aspects	  to	  it,	  
including	  the	  kind	  of	  infrastructure	  that	  is	  found	  in	  that	  space.	  	  
	  
The	  things	  we	  look	  for	  in	  public	  space	  	  
	  
Tyrone:	  
“It	  goes,	  kind	  of,	  by	  the	  infrastructure	  in	  the	  spots	  that	  you	  choose	  to	  skate.	  Like,	  
usually	  we	  like	  spots	  that	  are	  smooth	  so	  you	  can	  warm	  up	  and	  do	  all	  your	  flat	  tricks,	  
like	  just	  your	  flip	  tricks	  and	  stuff.	  We	  like	  smooth	  streets	  like	  this,	  and	  we	  start	  off	  
here	  but	  then	  as	  the	  day	  continues	  you,	  like,	  crave	  those	  obstacles	  to	  accomplish	  
and	  overcome,	  you	  know.	  So,	  we	  would	  go	  to,	  like,	  library	  gardens,	  Loveday	  Street,	  
the	  banks,	  here	  under	  the	  bridge…	  we	  just	  look	  for	  obstacles,	  basically.	  And	  we	  also	  
look	  for	  obstacles	  whereby	  there	  is	  not	  too	  much	  security	  and	  we	  don’t	  get	  chased	  
out	  a	  lot…”	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Linda:	  
“If	  you’re	  in	  a	  spot	  for	  too	  long	  it	  gets	  boring,	  because	  there	  is	  only	  so	  much	  you	  can	  
do	  –	  especially	  if	  there	  is	  just	  stairs,	  or	  just	  a	  ledge	  that	  you	  can	  grind.	  There’s	  only	  
so	  much	  you	  can	  do	  so	  it’s	  nicer	  when	  you	  mission	  around…”	  
	  
Anthony:	  
“Technicality,	  dude,	  as	  a	  skater.	  You	  don’t	  want	  easy	  spots	  as	  a	  skater,	  you	  know.	  
You	  want	  something	  that	  is	  challenging,	  you	  know,	  that	  will	  get	  you	  to	  excel	  in	  
skateboarding	  –	  challenging	  spots.	  	  
	  
Omphile:	  
“Basically,	  it’s	  all	  dependent	  on	  the	  obstacle	  that’s	  there.	  If	  we’re	  looking	  for	  
something	  that	  is	  smooth	  and	  flat,	  we’ll	  just	  find	  a	  smooth	  flat	  surface	  and	  skate	  
that.	  If	  we	  wanna	  skate	  a	  ledge	  we’ll	  look	  for	  a	  spot	  with	  the	  best	  ledge.	  That’s	  how	  
we	  move	  around	  the	  city,	  and	  obviously	  we	  move	  because	  we	  get	  kicked	  out	  as	  
well”	  
	  
Orin:	  
“For	  painting…	  it’s	  usually	  where	  we	  can	  get	  permission.	  So	  like,	  they’ll	  have	  the	  
legal	  tunnel	  there	  under	  the	  bridge,	  but	  yeah,	  it	  depends	  where	  you	  can	  get	  
permission.	  For	  me,	  for	  the	  paste-­‐ups,	  it	  is	  really	  wherever	  there	  is	  a	  nice	  space.	  You	  
do	  need	  permission	  for	  that	  but	  I	  don’t	  ask	  for	  it.	  But	  then	  I	  don’t	  really	  feel	  like	  I	  
need	  to.	  It	  is	  really	  temporary,	  it	  is	  not	  doing	  any	  harm	  and	  after	  a	  few	  rains	  it	  is	  just	  
gonna	  wash	  away	  so	  I	  don’t	  really	  feel	  like	  I’m	  imposing	  too	  much	  or	  doing	  any	  
permanent	  damage.	  And	  people	  like	  to	  see	  it	  so…	  and	  I	  like	  to	  do	  it”	  
	  
Propa:	  
“You	  know…	  I	  have	  a	  bit	  of	  an	  obsession	  with	  old,	  derelict	  spaces.	  Like,	  old	  burnt	  
down	  buildings	  or	  kind	  of	  half	  knocked	  down	  spaces	  where	  people	  might	  be	  living	  
during	  the	  night,	  like,	  places	  where	  people	  burn	  stuff	  and	  just	  hang	  put	  and	  do	  drugs	  
or	  whatever.	  I	  don’t	  know…	  I	  just	  like	  those	  kinds	  of	  alternate	  spaces	  because	  the	  
walls	  are	  not	  clean	  or	  pristine	  and	  have	  a	  character	  of	  their	  own.	  So,	  you	  can	  put	  
stuff	  up,	  but	  at	  the	  same	  time	  it’s	  about	  audience,	  you	  know,	  like	  who	  is	  gonna	  get	  
that?	  Because	  while	  it’s	  nice	  to	  sneak	  into	  an	  abandoned	  building	  and	  make	  a	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beautiful	  piece	  on	  the	  wall,	  photograph	  it	  and	  put	  it	  on	  the	  internet,	  it’s	  like…	  it	  kind	  
of	  defeats	  the	  point	  of	  doing	  it	  in	  public,	  in	  a	  public	  space”	  
	  
Magwinya:	  
“There’s	  a	  couple	  of	  things…	  like	  the	  size,	  you	  know,	  you	  have	  something	  in	  mind	  
before	  you	  go	  out.	  But	  then	  you	  just	  go	  around,	  drive	  around	  and	  you	  walk	  around	  
town	  and	  you	  find	  places	  that,	  well	  I	  like	  to	  try	  look	  for	  places	  that	  have	  already,	  
some	  kind	  of	  character.	  You	  know,	  they	  already	  have	  a	  little	  bit	  of	  different	  textures	  
or	  rusted	  walls	  or	  exposed	  brickworks,	  something	  like	  that	  –	  something	  that	  you	  
cam	  play	  with	  already.	  Then…	  you	  ask.	  	  In	  town	  people	  firstly	  just	  don’t	  understand,	  
but	  then	  they’re	  like,	  “who’s	  gonna	  pay	  for	  it?”	  That’s	  like,	  the	  first	  question:	  “who’s	  
gonna	  pay	  for	  it?”	  And	  then	  once	  they	  realise	  that	  it	  is	  just	  free	  and	  you	  just	  wanna	  
paint,	  they’re	  typically	  quite	  reasonably	  open	  to	  it…”	  
	  
Conclusion	  
	  
This	  chapter	  has	  highlighted	  how	  the	  physical	  attributes	  of	  the	  street	  is	  the	  most	  important	  
factor	  leading	  to	  particular	  streets	  being	  appropriated	  for	  skating	  in	  the	  city.	  The	  pursuit	  for	  
challenging	  skating	  areas	  has	  thus	  lead	  to	  a	  very	  dynamic	  and	  spontaneous	  street	  skating	  
culture	  where	  the	  skaters	  move	  around	  the	  city	  to	  a	  great	  extent,	  made	  possible	  by	  their	  
ability	  to	  negotiate	  space	  depending	  on	  the	  day	  of	  the	  week.	  However	  their	  movement	  
patterns	  are	  focused	  within	  the	  inner	  city,	  while	  the	  street	  artists	  are	  more	  spread	  out	  –	  
reaching	  even	  the	  outer	  skirts	  of	  the	  city	  although	  the	  inner	  city	  is	  the	  most	  favoured	  space.	  
The	  common	  factor	  is	  that	  both	  groups	  improvise	  on	  how	  they	  use	  public	  space	  depending	  
on	  the	  challenges	  and	  opportunities	  vested	  in	  whatever	  spaces	  they	  come	  into	  contact	  with.	  
Largely,	  this	  is	  related	  to	  how	  successful	  they	  are	  in	  their	  attempts	  to	  negotiate	  public	  space	  
either	  with	  security	  guards	  or	  with	  other	  users	  of	  the	  same	  spaces.	  
	  
With	  regards	  to	  how	  space	  is	  appropriated,	  there	  are	  two	  major	  themes	  that	  emerge	  from	  
this	  analysis.	  The	  first	  is	  that	  street	  skaters	  essentially	  appropriate	  streets	  and	  sidewalks	  that	  
present	  them	  with	  a	  variety	  of	  obstacles.	  They	  are	  not	  looking	  for	  the	  same	  space	  time	  and	  
time	  again	  –	  which	  is	  why	  there	  are	  some	  negative	  perceptions	  towards	  the	  idea	  of	  a	  
skatepark	  as	  it	  is	  a	  rigid	  form	  of	  space;	  the	  challenges	  remain	  the	  same.	  Hence	  it	  is	  the	  idea	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of	  having	  a	  routine	  in	  a	  space	  such	  as	  a	  skate	  park	  that	  has	  been	  one	  of	  the	  factors	  as	  to	  why	  
and	  how	  streets	  are	  appropriated	  for	  skating.	  Hence	  even	  the	  way	  that	  they	  move	  through	  
the	  city,	  their	  very	  intentions,	  are	  informed	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  they	  are	  looking	  for	  new	  physical	  
challenges.	  It	  is	  these	  challenges	  that	  make	  them	  better	  skaters	  and	  contribute	  to	  their	  
sense	  of	  belong	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
	  
Finally,	  the	  street	  artists	  have	  a	  slightly	  different	  way	  of	  viewing	  the	  city	  as	  compared	  to	  the	  
street	  skaters.	  The	  artists	  perceive	  the	  city	  as	  a	  visual	  spectacle	  before	  they	  even	  start	  
adding	  to	  that	  spectacle	  through	  their	  own	  art	  pieces.	  Their	  view	  of	  the	  city	  is	  thus	  anchored	  
around	  a	  strong	  sense	  of	  seeing,	  the	  visual	  elements	  of	  the	  city.	  For	  this	  reason,	  they	  are	  
attracted	  to	  those	  alternative	  spaces	  that	  other	  people	  would	  otherwise	  perceive	  as	  
dangerous	  and	  unattractive	  due	  to	  their	  deteriorating	  nature.	  However	  for	  the	  street	  artists,	  
these	  spaces	  have	  a	  very	  rich	  character	  and	  much	  to	  offer	  as	  the	  perfect	  spaces	  for	  new	  
street	  art.	  Furthermore,	  it	  is	  within	  such	  environments	  that	  negotiation	  of	  space	  is	  much	  
easier	  compared	  to	  other	  wealthier	  parts	  of	  the	  city.	  These	  two	  different	  key	  perspectives	  to	  
spaces	  within	  the	  city	  have	  informed	  the	  way	  that	  members	  of	  the	  two	  different	  youth	  
subcultures	  interact	  with	  space.	  However	  what	  proves	  to	  be	  the	  common	  thread	  amidst	  the	  
different	  perceptions	  are	  clear	  signs	  that	  there	  exists	  a	  very	  strong	  sense	  of	  attachment	  to	  
the	  city	  as	  their	  home	  and	  a	  source	  of	  inspiration	  for	  both	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art.	  
Members	  of	  both	  groups	  have	  identified	  and	  acknowledged	  the	  negative	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  
and	  within	  that,	  still,	  there	  is	  a	  feeling	  that	  the	  city	  is	  still	  theirs.	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Introduction	  	  
Building	  on	  the	  findings	  and	  analysis	  from	  the	  previous	  chapter,	  the	  current	  chapter	  
concludes	  the	  study	  by	  making	  a	  set	  of	  conclusions	  rather	  than	  purely	  recommendations	  for	  
planners.	  As	  the	  study	  was	  mostly	  descriptive	  in	  nature,	  the	  real	  value	  for	  planners	  is	  in	  the	  
lessons	  that	  have	  emerged	  from	  the	  study.	  The	  chapter	  will	  not	  only	  demonstrate	  the	  need	  
for	  innovative	  ways	  of	  thinking	  but	  also	  reflects	  on	  how	  planners	  can	  intervene	  without	  
destroying	  the	  organic	  and	  vibrant	  nature	  and	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  these	  are	  used	  in	  of	  some	  
spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  Through	  this	  argument,	  we	  begin	  to	  note	  how	  street	  art	  and	  street	  skating	  
in	  Johannesburg	  are	  not	  mere	  random	  activities	  undertaken	  by	  young	  people,	  but	  how	  they	  
contribute	  to	  an	  important	  and	  integral	  part	  of	  Johannesburg	  reflecting	  its	  energy	  and	  
vibrancy.	  	  The	  lessons	  drawn	  out	  for	  planners	  are	  discussed	  in	  light	  of	  the	  conceptual	  
framework	  as	  discussed	  in	  chapter	  two:	  	  
• The	  question	  of	  identity	  in	  space	  
• Adaptive	  space	  
• Assertive	  space	  
• Negotiative	  space	  
	  
The	  chapter	  is	  divided	  into	  four	  main	  parts.	  The	  first	  part	  assesses	  the	  assumptions	  made	  at	  
the	  beginning	  of	  the	  study	  to	  note	  if	  any	  of	  them	  have	  been	  reinforced	  by	  the	  findings	  or	  are	  
challenged	  by	  the	  findings.	  The	  second	  initiates	  a	  discussion	  out	  of	  which	  lessons	  from	  
planners	  are	  outlined	  and	  discussed.	  Thirdly,	  a	  brief	  discussion	  is	  launched	  into	  whether	  an	  
understanding	  of	  the	  three	  key	  terms	  in	  the	  study	  (appropriation,	  negotiation	  and	  
insurgency)	  has	  shifted	  and	  if	  so	  how?	  The	  chapter	  then	  proceeds	  with	  conclusions	  to	  the	  
study.	  
	  
Assumptions	  challenged	  and	  reinforced	  	  
Most	  of	  the	  assumptions	  were	  reinforced	  by	  the	  experience	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists,	  
engagement	  with	  the	  theory	  as	  well	  as	  my	  own	  observations	  in	  the	  field.	  However	  one	  of	  
the	  assumptions	  was	  challenged.	  It	  is	  not	  that	  planners	  do	  not	  completely	  understand	  
spontaneous	  communities	  in	  the	  city,	  it	  is	  that	  they	  have	  not	  found	  an	  appropriate	  way	  to	  
recognise	  the	  existence	  of	  these	  communities.	  They	  have	  already	  noticed	  their	  existence	  in	  
the	  city;	  the	  fact	  that	  they	  have	  not	  been	  mentioned	  in	  two	  youth-­‐related	  youth	  policies	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does	  not	  mean	  the	  city	  has	  not	  recognise	  their	  existence.	  The	  question	  remains:	  if	  they	  are	  
not	  discussed	  in	  those	  kinds	  of	  policies,	  on	  what	  platform	  should	  they	  be	  discussed?	  	  
Regarding	  skaters	  and	  artists,	  the	  assumption	  that	  they	  have	  different	  ways	  of	  experiencing	  
the	  city	  was	  indeed	  supported.	  Largely,	  the	  artists	  experience	  the	  city	  as	  a	  visual	  prospect	  
while	  for	  the	  skaters	  it	  is	  mostly	  about	  physical,	  hard	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  such	  as	  sidewalks	  
and	  buildings	  and	  tar	  and	  so	  forth.	  Although	  the	  two	  groups	  experience	  space	  differently,	  in	  
some	  instances	  some	  of	  the	  skaters	  have	  assisted	  the	  artists	  in	  pasting	  up	  some	  of	  their	  
artworks.	  In	  the	  photo-­‐interviews	  some	  of	  the	  skaters	  also	  talked	  about	  how	  they	  appreciate	  
the	  street	  art	  and	  that	  is	  part	  of	  the	  street	  culture.	  Propa,	  one	  of	  the	  street	  artists,	  also	  
referred	  to	  the	  skaters	  as	  an	  example	  of	  how	  the	  city	  should	  be	  lived	  –	  emphasise	  the	  
people	  more	  and	  be	  less	  about	  the	  facade	  of	  things	  and	  the	  pursuit	  for	  economic	  gain.	  This	  
further	  reinforces	  my	  assumption	  that	  there	  are	  certain	  similar	  qualities	  or	  attitudes	  about	  
the	  city	  from	  both	  groups	  and	  we	  have	  learnt	  that	  those	  perceptions	  of	  the	  city	  are	  what	  tie	  
the	  two	  groups	  together.	  It	  is	  important	  as	  built	  environment	  practitioners	  to	  realise	  these	  
differences	  and	  similarities	  because	  they	  take	  place	  in	  areas	  where	  we	  operate	  and	  they	  
reflect	  everyday	  processes	  that	  make	  those	  areas	  meaningful	  for	  their	  occupants.	  
	  
As	  supposed	  in	  the	  beginning,	  there	  is	  not	  perfect	  balance	  in	  the	  triad	  between	  
planning/planners,	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  space	  as	  well	  as	  street	  skaters/artists.	  On	  the	  
contrary,	  there	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  relationship	  between	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  space	  and	  the	  street	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  (Figure	  8).	  The	  inner	  city	  attracts	  the	  two	  groups	  of	  youth,	  giving	  them	  an	  
urban	  experience	  they	  are	  not	  able	  to	  find	  in	  other	  parts	  of	  the	  city.	  Additionally,	  there	  is	  a	  
relationship	  between	  Johannesburg	  as	  well	  as	  planners/planning.	  In	  fact,	  planning	  is	  the	  one	  
that	  influences	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  space.	  There	  is	  a	  clear	  form	  of	  understanding	  between	  
those	  two	  as	  planners	  are	  in	  charge	  of	  the	  spatial	  growth	  of	  the	  city	  and	  so	  forth.	  However,	  
there	  appears	  to	  be	  no	  line	  of	  communication	  between	  the	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  and	  
planning	  (Figure	  8).	  The	  only	  reason	  these	  two	  entities	  sit	  next	  to	  each	  other	  is	  because	  they	  
have	  Johannesburg	  (the	  space)	  as	  the	  common	  denominator.	  Planning	  is	  aware	  of	  the	  
existence	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  but	  has	  not	  found	  appropriate	  ways	  of	  engaging	  with	  
them,	  while	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  may	  not	  be	  aware	  of	  planning	  at	  all.	  They	  are	  only	  aware	  
of	  a	  form	  of	  authority	  in	  space	  –	  security	  guards	  (CIDs),	  which	  is	  a	  manifestation	  of	  
planning's	  attempt	  to	  manage	  Johannesburg	  the	  space.	  As	  echoed	  throughout	  the	  study,	  the	  
planning-­‐skaters/artists	  line	  of	  communication	  needs	  to	  be	  opened	  up	  and	  explored	  through	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creative	  methods	  that	  are	  engaging.	  Autophotography	  and	  film	  have	  proven	  to	  be	  viable	  
contenders	  thus	  far.	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Indeed,	  the	  inner	  city	  environment	  is	  changing.	  The	  social	  pace	  of	  change	  is	  even	  faster	  than	  
the	  physical	  change	  that	  is	  easy	  to	  see	  such	  as	  new	  infrastructure	  being	  built,	  inner	  city	  
building	  rejuvenation	  projects	  and	  other	  similar	  changes.	  The	  skaters	  and	  artists	  have	  
reinforced	  this	  assumption	  as	  they	  are	  able	  to	  demonstrate	  both	  types	  of	  changes	  from	  how	  
they	  physically	  interact	  with	  space,	  bringing	  new	  forms	  of	  activities	  those	  spaces	  were	  not	  
originally	  intended	  for	  and	  also	  building	  relationships	  with	  other	  inhabitants	  of	  the	  city.	  
Hence	  the	  physical	  changes	  that	  we	  see	  are	  able	  to	  trigger	  changes	  in	  the	  way	  people	  use	  
space	  and	  interact	  with	  each	  other	  in	  those	  spaces.	  	  
Drawing	  out	  lessons	  for	  planners	  	  
What	  these	  discoveries	  on	  street	  skating	  and	  art	  demonstrate	  therefore	  is	  the	  need	  for	  a	  
refreshed	  mindset	  towards	  the	  spontaneous	  developments	  in	  urban	  spaces	  throughout	  the	  
city.	  This	  should	  be	  a	  way	  of	  thinking	  that	  ceases	  to	  see	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  as	  
threats	  to	  the	  city.	  Nor	  should	  it	  be	  assumed	  that	  the	  youth	  are	  a	  threat	  to	  urban	  
sensibilities.	  	  As	  planners,	  we	  need	  to	  be	  able	  to	  see	  that	  these	  activities	  are	  not	  completely	  
random	  and	  the	  actors	  know	  what	  they	  are	  doing.	  The	  hastiness	  in	  criminalising	  them,	  in	  
worst	  cases,	  only	  perpetuates	  a	  narrow-­‐minded	  way	  of	  thinking	  about	  the	  city.	  We	  therefore	  
Johannesburg	  (space)	  
Skaters/artists	  (people)	  Planners/planning	  
Figure	  8	  –	  Fostering	  earlier	  assumptions:	  the	  relationship	  between	  planning,	  skaters/artists	  and	  
the	  city	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need	  to	  acknowledge	  and	  embrace	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  city	  is	  changing	  and	  that	  as	  planners	  we	  
are	  not	  always	  in	  charge	  of	  that	  change.	  This	  is	  the	  lesson	  to	  learn	  especially	  where	  civil	  
society	  is	  concerned	  and	  such	  urban	  change	  initiatives	  are	  started	  from	  the	  ground.	  If	  the	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  able	  to	  innovatively	  identify	  and	  engage	  with	  the	  city	  the	  way	  they	  
have	  as	  demonstrated	  throughout	  this	  study,	  planners	  need	  to	  question	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  
they	  have	  continued	  to	  look	  at	  the	  same	  spaces	  as	  well.	  In	  creating	  a	  harmonious	  and	  
enjoyable	  city	  for	  everyone	  (Amin,	  2006),	  it	  is	  important	  that	  we	  become	  creative	  in	  the	  way	  
we	  think	  and	  develop	  a	  learning	  attitude	  towards	  the	  city	  as	  well.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  the	  presence	  of	  skaters	  and	  artists	  may	  be	  incredibly	  revealing	  to	  urban	  
planners	  as	  these	  young	  people	  access	  spaces	  that	  planners	  do	  not	  often	  engage	  with.	  Even	  
in	  those	  spaces	  that	  planners	  may	  be	  familiar	  with,	  the	  skaters	  in	  particular,	  are	  able	  to	  
more	  directly	  and	  effectively	  point	  out	  and	  experience	  the	  faults	  of	  the	  conditions	  of	  the	  
streets	  and	  the	  sidewalks.	  Borden	  (2002)	  holds	  that	  the	  sound	  of	  the	  skateboard	  over	  the	  
grounds	  yields	  much	  more	  information	  about	  the	  quality	  and	  condition	  of	  the	  sidewalk	  than	  
what	  the	  human	  eye	  would	  see.	  “As	  a	  skateboarder	  I	  feel	  it	  because	  I	  skate	  the	  city.	  I	  feel	  all	  
the	  cracks	  because	  I	  am,	  like,	  53mm	  away	  from	  the	  ground	  on	  my	  wheel.	  I	  feel	  what	  is	  going	  
on	  in	  the	  city	  closer	  than	  most	  of	  these	  municipality	  guys	  do	  because	  they	  are	  driving	  in	  their	  
cars”	  (Wandile,	  street	  skater).	  This	  reveals	  the	  ingenuity	  of	  the	  street	  skater	  and	  how	  they	  
experience	  the	  city.	  As	  part	  of	  a	  refreshed	  way	  of	  thinking	  about	  the	  city	  and	  the	  place	  for	  
young	  people,	  the	  lesson	  comes	  in	  eth	  form	  of	  a	  challenge	  to	  start	  finding	  alternative	  ways	  
of	  embracing	  that	  ingenuity.	  How	  do	  we	  creatively	  engage	  with	  young	  people	  to	  learn	  more	  
about	  the	  city	  from	  their	  perspectives,	  and	  how	  do	  we	  then	  make	  those	  perspectives	  central	  
to	  the	  way	  in	  which	  policy	  is	  formulated	  in	  the	  city?	  These	  are	  some	  of	  the	  key	  questions	  
that	  should	  inspire	  us	  as	  planners	  to	  go	  beyond	  our	  traditional	  ways	  of	  thinking;	  to	  not	  only	  
engage	  with	  certain	  elements	  for	  the	  city	  from	  a	  distance	  and	  to	  also	  assist	  us	  to	  avoid	  
making	  generalisations	  in	  our	  practices.	  
	  
In	  a	  way	  therefore,	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  remind	  the	  city	  itself	  of	  what	  it	  is	  –	  a	  vibrant,	  
imagination-­‐feeding,	  creative,	  explorative	  and	  spontaneous	  environment	  because	  “the	  aim	  
is	  not	  only	  to	  receive	  the	  city	  but	  to	  return	  it	  to	  itself”	  (Borden,	  2002:	  192).	  Through	  the	  
unusual	  activities	  of	  skating	  in	  the	  streets	  and	  painting	  the	  city	  walls	  for	  no	  profit	  –	  the	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  are	  actively	  encouraging	  the	  city,	  as	  it	  changes,	  to	  not	  forget	  its	  true	  
nature	  but	  to	  maintain	  as	  much	  as	  possible	  those	  positive	  and	  humanistic	  features	  we	  find	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attractive	  about	  the	  city	  in	  the	  first	  place.	  The	  battle	  for	  the	  maintenance	  of	  the	  city’s	  
identity	  as	  a	  vibrant	  space	  for	  everyone	  however,	  also	  needs	  planners	  to	  support	  this	  notion.	  
In	  everything	  that	  they	  do	  –	  urban	  renewal,	  urban	  planning	  policy,	  urban	  design	  strategies	  
and	  so	  forth,	  planners	  should	  place	  emphasis	  on	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  city	  needs	  to	  remain	  a	  
vibrant	  environment	  not	  only	  for	  young	  people	  but	  for	  all	  those	  who	  can	  access	  the	  city	  
whether	  on	  a	  regular	  or	  irregular	  basis.	  It	  is	  important	  that	  even	  through	  they	  way	  we	  think	  
about	  the	  city	  as	  planners,	  we	  encourage	  young	  people	  to	  enjoy	  and	  reproduce	  the	  city.	  As	  
we	  create	  cities	  with	  great	  potential,	  it	  is	  only	  the	  young	  people	  who	  often	  realise	  that	  
potential	  (ibid).	  To	  not	  let	  them	  enjoy	  the	  city	  therefore	  implies	  that	  we	  are	  denying	  the	  city	  
an	  opportunity	  to	  develop	  into	  its	  full	  potential.	  
	  
In	  redefining	  space	  for	  themselves,	  skaters	  and	  street	  artists	  challenge	  accepted	  definitions	  
of	  space	  and	  how	  it	  is	  to	  be	  used	  in	  an	  era	  where	  capitalism	  dictates	  the	  logic	  of	  public	  
space	  itself	  (Borden,	  2002;	  Amin,	  2006;	  Harvey,	  2008).	  As	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  challenge	  
these	  grand	  preconceptions	  about	  space	  as	  well	  as	  its	  accompanying	  array	  of	  rules	  and	  
regulations,	  we	  begin	  to	  see	  the	  kinds	  of	  opportunities	  that	  emerge	  when	  such	  challenges	  
are	  posed.	  Opportunities	  of	  enjoyment	  in	  the	  city,	  of	  freedom	  of	  expression,	  of	  self-­‐
discovery	  as	  well	  as	  opportunities	  of	  being	  a	  part	  of	  something	  bigger	  in	  the	  form	  of	  street	  
skating	  and	  street	  art	  communities	  in	  a	  dynamic	  and	  rapidly	  changing	  city	  such	  as	  
Johannesburg.	  
	  
According	  to	  Pile	  (2002:	  262),	  “no	  one	  knows	  everything	  about	  the	  city”.	  This	  is	  why	  it	  is	  
important	  that	  the	  natural	  and	  at	  times	  insurgent	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  should	  be	  engaged	  with	  
because	  they	  lead	  us	  to	  a	  different	  layer	  of	  the	  city.	  I	  argue	  therefore,	  that	  those	  alternative	  
and	  out-­‐of-­‐public-­‐eye	  experiences	  mean	  something.	  Surely	  planning	  can	  learn	  something	  
from	  the	  varied	  ways	  in	  which	  young	  people	  engage	  with	  the	  city	  based	  on	  the	  different	  
tools	  they	  use	  in	  that	  engagement.	  In	  this	  study,	  we	  have	  seen	  how	  art	  and	  skating	  have	  
been	  used	  to	  carve	  out	  small	  spaces	  of	  expression	  in	  the	  city.	  Although	  it	  may	  appear	  to	  be	  
the	  same	  space	  in	  its	  physical	  form	  –	  it	  becomes	  a	  completely	  different	  space	  in	  the	  mind	  of	  
the	  user.	  What	  is	  hidden	  at	  times	  therefore,	  are	  the	  ideas	  and	  thoughts	  about	  those	  very	  
same	  physical	  spaces.	  Planners	  must	  be	  able	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  users	  to	  draw	  out	  this	  kind	  
of	  information	  because	  it	  may	  enlighten	  us	  to	  how	  spaces	  are	  genuinely	  used	  and	  thus	  
changing	  the	  way	  we	  have	  always	  conceived	  them.	  Hence	  the	  key	  point	  is	  that	  there	  is	  a	  
need	  for	  planning	  to	  begin	  listening	  to	  even	  the	  most	  marginalised	  of	  the	  city’s	  inhabitants	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because	  they	  all	  have	  stories	  and	  have	  seen	  things	  that	  we	  can	  learn	  from	  towards	  
formulate	  much	  more	  responsive	  and	  relevant	  policy.	  Their	  ways	  of	  thinking	  about	  
established	  spaces	  is	  an	  excellent	  lead	  to	  begin	  grasping	  the	  multidimensionality	  of	  space.	  
Once	  that	  happens,	  culturally	  inclusive	  spaces	  can	  be	  properly	  developed	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
Borden	  et	  al	  (2002)	  have	  argued	  that	  sound	  understanding	  of	  the	  city	  –	  and	  communicating	  
that	  understanding	  –	  begins	  with	  telling	  real	  stories	  about	  real	  places.	  By	  revealing	  young	  
people’s	  stories	  about	  the	  city,	  their	  dreams	  for	  the	  city	  they	  live	  in,	  their	  fears	  and	  other	  
everyday	  experiences	  –	  we	  are	  beginning	  to	  understand	  how	  they	  relate	  to	  the	  city	  as	  a	  
system	  that	  drives	  change	  beyond	  public	  spaces	  and	  into	  their	  personal	  lives.	  Hence	  through	  
a	  deep	  engagement	  with	  all	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  –	  including	  young	  people	  who	  find	  alternative	  
ways	  of	  being	  a	  part	  of	  it	  –	  we	  are	  inherently	  beginning	  to	  first	  understand	  what	  life	  is	  like	  
from	  the	  perspective	  of	  the	  people	  before	  making	  interventions	  that	  will	  be	  relevant	  in	  
those	  lives	  while	  also	  making	  the	  city	  work.	  The	  real	  stories	  should	  then	  lead	  us	  as	  planners	  
to	  questioning	  whether	  there	  is	  a	  need	  to	  intervene	  and	  if	  so	  how	  that	  can	  be	  done	  in	  a	  way	  
that	  realness	  of	  the	  city	  as	  revealed	  through	  the	  real	  stories	  and	  real	  places	  is	  not	  destroyed.	  
	  
Moreover,	  “the	  unknown	  is	  not	  always	  too	  easily	  known	  –	  it	  may	  be	  all	  too	  visible,	  right	  in	  
front	  of	  our	  eyes,	  buried	  in	  the	  underlying	  infrastructures	  of	  everyday	  lives,	  so	  intrinsic	  we	  
hardly	  even	  feel	  its	  presence	  anymore”	  (Pile,	  2002:	  294).	  Pile	  suggests	  that	  to	  a	  certain	  
extent,	  we	  take	  the	  city	  for	  granted.	  We	  fail	  to	  see	  beyond	  what	  lies	  on	  the	  surface;	  and	  that	  
some	  elements	  of	  the	  city	  are	  so	  much	  in	  our	  presence	  that	  we	  end	  up	  not	  seeing	  them	  
anymore.	  However	  how	  does	  one	  go	  about	  seeing	  beyond	  what	  lies	  on	  the	  surface?	  How	  
can	  planners	  enrich	  their	  expertise	  by	  being	  able	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  unknown	  parts	  of	  the	  
city?	  	  This	  is	  where	  a	  creative	  method	  such	  as	  autophotography	  becomes	  highly	  valuable	  
because	  it	  encourages	  participants	  to	  explore	  their	  city.	  	  
	  
Due	  to	  autophotography’s	  visual	  nature,	  we	  get	  to	  see	  and	  hear	  about	  what	  lies	  underneath	  
the	  surface	  of	  those	  everyday	  spaces	  in	  the	  city.	  This	  method	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  be	  one	  of	  
the	  key	  ways	  in	  which	  we	  can	  connect	  with	  other	  groups	  of	  young	  people	  in	  Johannesburg	  –	  
a	  very	  important	  body	  in	  the	  city.	  It	  is	  not	  a	  method	  that	  requires	  one	  to	  be	  educated	  to	  use,	  
or	  a	  skilled	  speaker	  (Dodman,	  2003).	  Due	  to	  these	  positive	  aspects,	  the	  method	  is	  also	  
largely	  inclusive,	  very	  relevant	  in	  Johannesburg	  and	  the	  country	  as	  most	  young	  people	  are	  
excluded	  from	  the	  economy	  and	  limited	  access	  to	  education	  as	  well	  as	  other	  ways	  of	  being	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an	  active	  part	  of	  the	  city	  (ibid).	  The	  use	  of	  this	  method	  would	  also	  be	  empowering	  to	  young	  
people	  because	  the	  planner	  or	  politician	  sets	  out	  to	  learn	  from	  youth	  and	  thus	  
acknowledging	  that	  they	  have	  something	  to	  offer	  in	  the	  first	  place.	  Hence	  at	  the	  adoption	  of	  
such	  a	  method	  by	  planners,	  this	  would	  be	  one	  of	  the	  vital	  steps	  towards	  policy	  formulation.	  
	  
Hence	  there	  is	  a	  strong	  need	  to	  appreciate	  the	  presence	  of	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city.	  This	  
appreciation	  needs	  to	  be	  shown	  by	  making	  them	  feel	  like	  they	  are	  indeed	  important	  to	  the	  
energy	  and	  atmosphere	  of	  the	  city	  without	  aiming	  to	  curb	  and	  eventually	  destroy	  some	  of	  
their	  favourite	  things	  about	  the	  city.	  Where	  there	  is	  a	  need	  to	  intervene	  –	  which	  is	  not	  at	  all	  
times,	  such	  interventions	  should	  be	  sensitive	  and	  not	  result	  in	  pushing	  young	  people	  to	  the	  
margins	  of	  the	  city.	  if	  there	  is	  a	  need	  to	  intervene,	  this	  should	  always	  be	  at	  the	  end	  of	  a	  
meaningful	  engagement	  with	  that	  group	  of	  young	  people	  as	  an	  attempt	  to	  find	  out	  their	  
needs.	  this	  should	  lead	  the	  planner	  or	  designer	  as	  to	  what	  kind	  of	  intervention	  would	  be	  
most	  effective	  –	  and	  enhancement	  of	  what	  exists	  or	  a	  completely	  new	  space.	  According	  to	  
Amin	  (2006),	  a	  good	  city	  is	  one	  that	  is	  able	  to	  make	  all	  its	  inhabitants	  feel	  like	  they	  belong	  in	  
it.	  People	  experience	  the	  city	  differently.	  As	  planners,	  it	  is	  important	  that	  we	  learn	  to	  deal	  
with	  and	  facilitate	  the	  negotiation	  of	  space	  in	  the	  city.	  The	  various	  identities	  and	  all	  social	  
groups	  may	  have	  in	  the	  city,	  because	  it	  is	  through	  those	  interests	  that	  individuals	  feel	  like	  
they	  have	  a	  place	  of	  their	  own	  in	  the	  city	  (Purcell,	  2002).	  
	  
	  
Another	  key	  lesson	  for	  planners	  is	  that	  there	  is	  a	  need	  for	  certain	  issues	  to	  be	  negotiated.	  
The	  way	  that	  certain	  groups	  gain	  access	  to	  the	  city	  and	  actively	  become	  part	  of	  the	  city’s	  
everyday	  life,	  the	  way	  that	  infrastructure	  is	  used,	  the	  way	  different	  group	  and	  individual	  
identities	  express	  themselves	  and	  the	  way	  in	  which	  various	  forms	  of	  spaces	  are	  used	  should	  
be	  up	  for	  negotiation	  if	  we	  want	  the	  city	  to	  be	  an	  environment	  for	  everyone.	  In	  negotiating	  
these	  aspects	  of	  the	  city	  with	  those	  active	  players,	  we	  are	  essentially	  promoting	  cultural	  
diversity	  in	  our	  cities	  –	  which	  is	  the	  very	  soul	  of	  our	  cities	  (Madanipour,	  2010).	  Hence	  a	  
platform	  for	  negotiation	  means	  that	  we	  are	  beginning	  to	  acknowledge	  and	  show	  an	  
enhanced	  level	  of	  interest	  in	  even	  the	  smallest	  of	  activities	  taking	  place	  in	  the	  city.	  However,	  
how	  can	  we	  do	  that?	  This	  study	  has	  shown	  that	  by	  devising	  appropriate	  forms	  of	  
engagement	  that	  are	  relevant	  for	  each	  type	  of	  social	  group,	  we	  can	  not	  only	  encourage	  
discussion	  but	  creatively	  be	  able	  to	  raise	  some	  of	  the	  issues	  that	  need	  to	  be	  negotiated.	  
Hence	  an	  appropriate	  methodology	  is	  a	  good	  start.	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Therefore	  it	  is	  pivotal	  that	  as	  planners	  we	  formulate	  forms	  of	  engagement	  that	  are	  unique	  
for	  whatever	  issue	  at	  hand.	  The	  one-­‐size-­‐fits-­‐all	  approach	  does	  not	  always	  produce	  the	  type	  
of	  results	  we	  seek	  for	  different	  urban	  problems.	  Hence	  it	  is	  time	  that	  we	  started	  being	  
creative	  in	  our	  own	  practices,	  in	  studying	  the	  city	  from	  different	  angles	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  
build	  a	  knowledge	  that	  can	  be	  relevant	  and	  true	  for	  our	  cities.	  As	  Pile	  (2002)	  has	  pointed	  
out,	  it	  is	  important	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  unknown	  city	  just	  as	  much	  as	  the	  known	  city.	  The	  
need	  for	  meaningful	  forms	  of	  negotiation	  further	  point	  out	  that	  the	  planner	  does	  not	  have	  
the	  ultimate	  knowledge	  of	  the	  city	  (ibid).	  In	  acknowledging	  this	  fact,	  we	  are	  making	  a	  scope	  
for	  further	  discoveries	  about	  the	  city,	  for	  new	  knowledge	  from	  the	  ground	  to	  emerge	  and	  to	  
be	  able	  to	  assess	  its	  relevance	  and	  what	  it	  can	  tell	  us	  about	  the	  possible	  futures	  of	  the	  city	  s	  
it	  undergoes	  urban	  change.	  
	  
A	  further	  lesson	  is	  that	  stronger	  emphasis	  needs	  to	  be	  placed	  on	  creating	  not	  just	  adaptable	  
public	  spaces	  but	  adaptable	  street	  furniture	  as	  well.	  This	  emphasis	  on	  the	  role	  of	  street	  
furniture	  has	  been	  stressed	  by	  Bentley	  et	  al	  (1985)	  and	  Jacobs	  (1961)	  as	  well	  as	  other	  
theorists	  concerned	  with	  the	  functional	  aspects	  of	  public	  space.	  It	  is	  inadequate	  to	  merely	  
state	  this	  in	  the	  objectives	  of	  development	  projects,	  it	  needs	  to	  be	  something	  that	  is	  driven	  
quite	  seriously.	  However	  how	  is	  it	  possible	  for	  a	  planner	  to	  anticipate	  the	  different	  users	  and	  
uses	  that	  will	  occur	  within	  that	  space?	  How	  can	  those	  uses	  be	  catered	  for	  and	  how	  can	  they	  
be	  dealt	  with	  in	  an	  effective	  manner?	  These	  questions	  are	  very	  difficult	  to	  answer	  especially	  
in	  a	  policy	  environment	  that	  is	  detached	  from	  the	  real	  stories	  and	  real	  spaces	  that	  Pile	  
(2002)	  talks	  about.	  Making	  a	  conscious	  decision	  to	  want	  to	  learn	  about	  the	  city	  should	  go	  a	  
long	  way.	  It	  should	  not	  just	  be	  about	  making	  a	  check	  list	  and	  meeting	  political	  objectives	  –	  
but	  should	  be	  about	  a	  real	  attempt	  to	  make	  the	  city	  work	  better	  for	  everyone	  and	  make	  
public	  spaces	  and	  users	  reach	  their	  full	  potential.	  Based	  on	  another	  (similar)	  study	  
undertaken	  in	  Yeoville,	  an	  inner	  city	  neighbourhood,	  Phasha	  (2010)	  discovered	  that	  public	  
spaces	  play	  an	  important	  role	  in	  facilitating	  some	  young	  people	  to	  reach	  their	  own	  goals	  and	  
live	  their	  dreams	  in	  the	  city.	  	  
	  
Therefore	  there	  is	  a	  strong	  need	  to	  positively	  think	  about	  and	  facilitate	  the	  organic	  growth	  
of	  public	  spaces	  in	  a	  way	  that	  those	  spaces	  remain	  relevant	  for	  users	  always.	  This	  is	  where	  
the	  skaters	  or	  artists	  lead	  the	  planner	  as	  he	  fuses	  his	  or	  her	  professional	  to	  make	  sense	  of	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what	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  would	  wish	  for.	  It	  is	  a	  communicative	  approach	  where	  the	  
planner	  does	  not	  make	  any	  changes	  to	  the	  space	  without	  input	  from	  the	  skaters	  or	  artists.	  
Mega	  projects	  that	  are	  rolled	  out	  in	  the	  name	  of	  “culture-­‐lead	  regeneration”	  should	  be	  
heavily	  critiqued	  particularly	  in	  a	  rapidly	  changing	  environment	  (Winkler,	  2009).	  What	  is	  
interesting	  about	  this	  on-­‐going	  trend	  in	  the	  face	  of	  globalism	  is	  that	  the	  effects	  are	  felt	  and	  
experienced	  by	  people	  who	  are	  very	  in	  touch	  with	  those	  spaces	  that	  are	  changing	  but	  for	  
mostly	  economic	  reasons.	  “To	  me,	  it	  is	  just	  obscure.	  It	  has	  become	  much	  less	  about	  the	  
people	  and	  more	  about	  the	  surface	  of	  things	  –	  like	  building	  fancy	  restaurants	  that	  no	  one	  
can	  afford	  to	  eat	  at,	  when	  everyone	  else	  used	  to	  sleep	  in	  the	  park	  and	  smoke	  joints	  or	  go	  
skating	  and	  get	  up	  to	  stuff	  on	  a	  human	  level.	  Now	  it	  is	  much	  more	  about	  the	  façade”	  (Propa,	  
street	  artist).	  When	  people	  who	  are	  not	  planning	  experts	  begin	  to	  make	  such	  observations,	  
planners	  should	  be	  alert.	  This	  should	  be	  a	  clear	  sign	  that	  we	  need	  a	  different	  kind	  of	  
reinvestment	  into	  public	  spaces,	  something	  that	  is	  relevant	  on	  a	  human	  scale.	  
	  
In	  this	  light,	  it	  is	  pivotal	  that	  as	  planners	  we	  do	  not	  create	  spaces	  that	  destroy	  imagination,	  
the	  identity	  and	  creativity	  that	  rests	  particularly	  with	  the	  younger	  inhabitants	  of	  the	  city	  but	  
that	  we	  acknowledge	  and	  take	  it	  further	  by	  incorporating	  it	  into	  planning	  as	  a	  basis	  on	  which	  
responsive	  solutions	  (Bentley	  et	  al,	  1985)	  are	  devised.	  One	  of	  the	  key	  changes	  that	  need	  to	  
take	  place	  is	  thus	  an	  acceptance	  that	  insurgency	  will	  always	  take	  place.	  There	  will	  always	  be	  
a	  need	  for	  negotiation	  and	  appropriation	  of	  public	  space	  in	  the	  city.	  The	  fact	  that	  we	  do	  not	  
see	  it	  at	  times	  should	  not	  suggest	  that	  it	  is	  not	  happening.	  Where	  insurgency	  is	  seen,	  it	  
should	  be	  allowed	  for.	  It	  should	  not	  immediately	  be	  criminalised	  and	  dealt	  with	  extreme	  
measures	  before	  it	  has	  been	  engaged	  with	  and	  real	  lessons	  are	  highlighted	  from	  that	  
process.	  The	  intention	  of	  the	  planner	  should	  not	  be	  to	  immediately	  want	  to	  curb	  insurgency	  
but	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  actors	  and	  try	  to	  understand	  the	  process.	  Hence	  the	  intervention	  for	  
young	  people	  should	  be	  minimal	  in	  space	  and	  greatest	  in	  policy.	  	  
	  
As	  the	  planner	  allows	  for	  insurgency	  however,	  he	  or	  she	  needs	  to	  be	  aware	  of	  further	  
questions	  that	  may	  arise.	  For	  example,	  once	  spaces	  are	  appropriated,	  how	  does	  the	  planner	  
deal	  with	  that?	  How	  do	  we	  ensure	  that	  those	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  enjoy	  the	  same	  level	  
of	  protection	  and	  access	  to	  other	  city	  services	  as	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  citizens?	  There	  is	  a	  
heightened	  need	  for	  urban	  management	  that	  does	  perceive	  the	  various	  ways	  in	  which	  young	  
people	  interact	  with	  the	  city	  as	  dangerous,	  but	  in	  fact	  as	  young	  people	  who	  have	  managed	  
	   138	  
to	  escape	  possible	  far	  more	  dangerous	  situations	  such	  as	  drugs	  and	  violence	  by	  resorting	  to	  
skateboarding	  and	  art	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
In	  encouraging	  a	  reinvention	  of	  how	  planners	  should	  think	  about	  skaters	  and	  artists	  in	  the	  
city,	  security	  guards	  for	  example,	  could	  be	  drawn	  into	  the	  management	  of	  some	  spaces	  in	  
the	  city	  including	  those	  insurgent	  spaces.	  This	  suggestion	  emanates	  from	  the	  fact	  that	  both	  
skaters	  and	  artists	  have	  identified	  private	  security	  guards	  as	  corrupt	  because	  they	  
sometimes	  ask	  for	  bribes	  in	  order	  for	  the	  skaters	  to	  skate.	  “If	  you	  get	  caught,	  you	  just	  give	  
them	  ten	  bucks	  and	  they	  leave	  you	  alone	  and	  then	  you	  can	  skate	  however	  you	  wanna	  skate.	  
Because	  one:	  they	  are	  underpaid-­‐overworked	  by	  all	  these	  people…	  so	  you	  are	  basically	  
paying	  them;	  they	  get	  a	  double	  salary.	  They	  get	  a	  salary	  from	  me	  and	  a	  salary	  from	  the	  guy	  
who	  runs	  the	  place”	  (Wandile,	  street	  skater).	  Why	  not	  make	  those	  same	  security	  guards	  the	  
guardians	  of	  public	  space	  and	  remunerate	  them	  officially	  for	  protecting	  the	  spaces	  that	  
young	  people	  use	  in	  the	  city	  instead	  of	  them	  receiving	  money	  from	  the	  skater	  and	  artists	  
illegally?	  This	  would	  ensure	  some	  of	  the	  things	  that	  need	  to	  be	  negotiated	  for	  in	  the	  city	  (by	  
young	  people	  and	  planners	  and	  politicians)	  could	  actually	  work	  in	  the	  favour	  of	  the	  youth.	  It	  
is	  therefore	  another	  way	  of	  reassuring	  them	  that	  they	  still	  have	  a	  place	  in	  the	  city.	  	  
	  
However	  this	  should	  be	  done	  very	  cautiously.	  The	  act	  of	  incorporating	  security	  guards	  into	  
ensuring	  the	  safety	  in	  all	  kinds	  of	  public	  spaces	  is	  simply	  to	  ensure	  that	  even	  the	  city	  itself	  
understands	  that	  there	  is	  a	  difference	  between	  destroyers	  and	  young	  people	  who	  are	  
genuinely	  looking	  for	  a	  place	  to	  be	  in	  the	  city.	  This	  does	  not	  mean	  that	  security	  should	  now	  
dictate	  what	  sort	  of	  activities	  should	  take	  place	  and	  where	  otherwise	  this	  would	  destroy	  the	  
spontaneous	  qualities	  of	  public	  space.	  Thus	  the	  users	  should	  lead	  the	  way	  in	  terms	  of	  uses	  at	  
all	  times.	  This	  is	  precisely	  what	  Friedman	  (2000)	  emphasised	  when	  he	  spoke	  of	  mutual	  
learning.	  The	  only	  way	  to	  avoid	  boxing	  in	  creativity	  and	  to	  ensure	  that	  capitalism	  and	  other	  
strong	  forces	  in	  the	  city	  do	  not	  erode	  the	  dynamism	  vested	  in	  public	  space	  is	  to	  ensure	  that	  
the	  people	  that	  initiate	  that	  dynamism	  in	  the	  first	  place	  do	  not	  get	  detached	  from	  it.	  	  
	  
Together	  with	  the	  revisited	  urban	  management	  strategies,	  there	  needs	  to	  be	  an	  enhanced	  
level	  of	  social	  awareness	  from	  both	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  but	  also	  from	  the	  city’s	  side.	  The	  
city	  needs	  to	  be	  able	  to	  see	  the	  social	  value	  of	  people	  being	  able	  make	  something	  for	  
themselves	  out	  of	  either	  the	  little	  that	  is	  provided	  to	  them,	  or	  in	  cases	  where	  those	  provided	  
elements	  do	  not	  respond	  to	  the	  needs	  of	  the	  users.	  This	  is	  where	  there	  should	  be	  some	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introspection	  taking	  place	  from	  the	  city.	  Why	  do	  people	  use	  the	  same	  spaces	  in	  different	  
ways?	  Why	  do	  others	  find	  the	  marginal	  and	  deteriorating	  parts	  of	  the	  city	  beautiful?	  How	  do	  
they	  make	  sense	  of	  those	  experiences	  in	  the	  city?	  These	  are	  all	  questions	  that	  will	  begin	  to	  
reveal	  the	  social	  value	  of	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  in	  the	  city.	  The	  ability	  of	  these	  
activities	  to	  adapt	  and	  make	  the	  most	  out	  of	  anything	  is	  quite	  exceptional	  and	  should	  be	  
noted	  by	  both	  planners	  and	  politicians.	  To	  do	  this,	  planners	  need	  to	  be	  broadminded	  in	  the	  
way	  they	  think	  about	  and	  intervene	  in	  public	  space.	  
	  
Realising	  the	  social	  value	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  would	  also	  suggest	  that	  the	  city	  would	  be	  
beginning	  to	  address	  youth	  development	  in	  the	  city.	  Currently,	  there	  is	  no	  youth	  policy	  in	  
the	  city.	  This	  implies	  that	  most	  of	  the	  challenges	  facing	  young	  people	  in	  the	  city	  may	  not	  be	  
adequately	  addressed,	  if	  they	  are	  identified	  at	  all.	  It	  is	  therefore	  important	  that	  a	  youth	  
department	  or	  policy	  be	  adopted	  in	  the	  city	  of	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  step	  towards	  youth	  
development.	  This	  would	  also	  show	  a	  level	  of	  commitment	  to	  the	  inclusion	  of	  young	  people	  
in	  the	  city.	  However	  More	  importantly	  for	  planners,	  this	  document	  would	  act	  as	  another	  
point	  of	  reference	  where	  more	  knowledge	  on	  youth	  in	  the	  city	  may	  be	  gathered,	  and	  also	  be	  
guided	  better	  as	  to	  the	  various	  approached	  to	  follow	  when	  working	  with	  young	  people.	  The	  
current	  Youth	  Directorate,	  a	  unit	  that	  falls	  under	  the	  city’s	  Community	  Development	  
Department	  (www.joburg.org,za)	  is	  too	  small	  of	  a	  unit	  and	  it	  is	  not	  a	  policy.	  It	  cannot	  be	  
informative	  as	  it	  stands	  –	  to	  inform	  other	  departments	  in	  the	  city	  of	  youth	  challenges	  and	  
developments.	  A	  better	  option	  would	  thus	  be	  a	  coherent	  policy	  or	  department	  with	  sound	  
research,	  to	  the	  core	  of	  young	  problems	  and	  opportunities	  in	  the	  city.	  
	  
Hence	  autophotography	  alone	  or	  used	  in	  combination	  with	  other	  methods	  should	  inform	  
policy.	  Not	  just	  policy	  that	  needs	  a	  solid	  foundation	  in	  research,	  but	  also	  as	  a	  tool	  to	  reaching	  
out	  to	  different	  communities	  without	  appearing	  as	  supreme	  and	  all-­‐knowing	  to	  those	  
communities.	  The	  method	  performs	  extremely	  well	  in	  being	  able	  to	  start	  a	  conversation	  
whether	  between	  the	  participants	  and	  the	  researcher	  or	  amongst	  the	  participants	  
themselves.	  Either	  way,	  new	  things	  are	  guaranteed	  to	  be	  revealed	  about	  the	  city.	  Hence	  
planners	  and	  city	  managers	  need	  to	  realise	  that	  young	  people	  need	  to	  be	  embraced	  and	  
engaged	  with	  in	  a	  constructive	  way,	  mitigate	  insurgency	  and	  accept	  that	  things	  are	  changing.	  
It	  is	  only	  when	  we	  accept	  this	  change	  that	  we	  will	  begin	  to	  open	  our	  eyes	  to	  new	  
possibilities.	  Accepting	  that	  as	  planners	  we	  are	  not	  the	  only	  ones	  who	  reproduce	  space	  is	  a	  
key	  step	  in	  challenging	  traditional	  thinking	  about	  public	  space	  (Kenaan,	  2011).	  There	  is	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therefore	  no	  need	  to	  keep	  challenging	  other	  initiatives	  that	  clearly	  strengthen	  what	  we	  have	  
started	  as	  planners	  (ibid).	  
	  
According	  to	  Kenaan	  (2011),	  urban	  practitioners	  should	  not	  think	  about	  the	  spotantenous	  
aspects	  of	  the	  city	  as	  pressure	  on	  public	  space.	  Instead,	  the	  emergence	  and	  insistence	  of	  
these	  activities	  on	  public	  space	  should	  tell	  us	  of	  the	  capabilities	  of	  public	  space	  –	  just	  how	  
much	  it	  is	  able	  to	  handle	  (ibid).	  Public	  spaces	  are	  capable	  of	  accommodating	  different	  uses,	  
people,	  perspectives	  and	  various	  meanings	  of	  what	  it	  means	  to	  be	  young	  in	  the	  city.	  Hence	  
as	  planners	  we	  should	  not	  always	  rush	  to	  intervene	  but	  develop	  better	  confidence	  in	  public	  
space.	  Kenaan	  (2011)	  further	  attests	  that	  if	  needs	  be,	  allow	  people	  to	  exhibit	  behaviour	  that	  
is	  out	  of	  the	  “ordinary”,	  because	  this	  is	  when	  it	  becomes	  clear	  what	  sort	  of	  things	  public	  
spaces	  gives	  back	  to	  its	  users	  –	  the	  opportunities	  it	  presents	  before	  their	  eyes.	  
	  
Furthermore,	  planning	  and	  urban	  design	  need	  to	  at	  times	  shift	  from	  an	  emphasis	  on	  the	  end	  
product	  and	  begin	  to	  emphasise	  the	  process.	  This	  is	  a	  way	  of	  creating	  and	  contributing	  to	  
the	  knowledge	  about	  our	  cities	  and	  sheds	  some	  light	  on	  the	  fact	  that	  sometimes	  things	  
function	  perfectly	  and	  this	  is	  only	  revealed	  when	  we	  get	  up	  close	  to	  studying	  those	  objects.	  
"There	  are	  all	  these	  inner	  city	  rejuvenation	  projects,	  but	  actually,	  the	  city	  is	  being	  used,	  you	  
know…	  it	  is	  not	  empty.	  Everyone	  is	  like,	  “we	  need	  to	  bring	  people	  back	  to	  the	  city”,	  but	  the	  
city’s	  full…”	  Through	  an	  equal	  emphasis	  on	  the	  process	  towards	  a	  plan	  or	  a	  final	  design,	  
which	  should	  be	  informed	  by	  great	  analysis	  (Lynch	  and	  Hack,	  1984)	  –	  some	  act	  that	  affirms	  
that	  we	  are	  showing	  a	  keen	  interest	  in	  how	  the	  city	  works	  before	  intervening.	  Furthermore,	  
there	  is	  much	  to	  learn	  when	  the	  process	  is	  emphasised.	  In	  the	  process,	  we	  get	  to	  understand	  
what	  kind	  of	  lives	  we	  get	  to	  affect	  as	  planners	  and	  how	  they	  change	  in	  the	  process.	  Thus	  the	  
learning	  aspect	  in	  stressing	  the	  process	  is	  the	  most	  crucial.	  
	  
Insurgency,	  appropriation	  and	  negotiation:	  new	  
understandings?	  
	  
I	  learnt	  that	  insurgency	  does	  not	  always	  suggest	  confrontation	  or	  commentary	  on	  popular	  
political	  or	  social	  topics.	  In	  Johannesburg	  it	  takes	  place	  in	  a	  subtle	  way	  and	  the	  actors	  try	  to	  
avoid	  authority.	  This	  change	  in	  the	  way	  that	  I	  understood	  insurgency	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  this	  
study	  shows	  the	  complexity	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  and	  also	  highlights	  that	  as	  much	  as	  the	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city	  is	  changing,	  the	  smaller	  aspects	  about	  the	  city	  grow	  better	  when	  they	  are	  left	  to	  
organically	  develop.	  Authority	  is	  not	  always	  needed	  to	  over-­‐watch	  everything.	  Moreover,	  I	  
now	  understand	  that	  for	  an	  insurgent	  activity	  to	  occur,	  time	  is	  always	  crucial.	  Insurgent	  
activities	  are	  not	  random	  occurrences	  in	  the	  city	  but	  the	  actors	  are	  highly	  aware	  of	  the	  
processes.	  
	  
Regarding	  appropriation,	  my	  understanding	  of	  the	  concept	  has	  not	  changed	  although	  that	  
understanding	  has	  been	  enhanced	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  appropriation	  often	  leads	  to	  negotiation.	  
Engaging	  with	  this	  term	  in	  practical	  terms	  throughout	  the	  study,	  I	  have	  also	  been	  alerted	  to	  
other	  forms	  of	  space	  appropriation	  in	  the	  city	  such	  as	  newspaper	  kiosks	  turning	  into	  clothing	  
stores	  at	  night	  in	  Braamfontein	  and	  informal	  traders	  also	  appropriation	  street	  corners	  in	  
some	  parts	  of	  the	  inner	  city	  where	  they	  are	  not	  allowed	  during	  the	  day.	  Hence	  my	  
understanding	  of	  appropriation	  has	  been	  broadened	  and	  is	  now	  more	  in-­‐depth.	  
	  
Lastly,	  my	  understanding	  of	  space	  negotiation	  is	  that	  although	  power	  plays	  a	  role	  in	  leading	  
to	  negotiation,	  it	  is	  not	  entirely	  the	  reason	  why	  the	  negotiation	  is	  taking	  place	  to	  begin	  with	  
especially	  in	  instances	  where	  money	  is	  involved.	  Negotiation	  is	  now	  about	  being	  able	  to	  
identify	  an	  opportunity	  both	  as	  a	  street	  skater	  or	  artist	  or	  a	  security	  guard	  or	  police	  and	  
make	  the	  best	  out	  of	  it.	  My	  understanding	  of	  power	  has	  also	  shifted	  at	  the	  realisation	  that	  
all	  parties	  involved	  either	  both	  always	  win	  or	  both	  always	  lose.	  If	  the	  security	  guard	  or	  police	  
accepts	  the	  money	  offered	  by	  the	  skaters	  or	  artists,	  he	  or	  she	  is	  winning	  money	  and	  they	  are	  
winning	  access	  into	  space.	  If	  the	  security	  guard	  does	  not	  accept	  the	  bribe	  then	  he	  or	  she	  is	  
losing	  an	  opportunity	  to	  make	  extra	  money,	  while	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  also	  lose	  an	  
opportunity	  to	  access	  a	  given	  space.	  Negotiation	  is	  therefore	  as	  much	  of	  a	  socio-­‐economic	  
issue	  as	  it	  is	  a	  power	  case.	  
	  
Final	  observations	  and	  conclusions	  on	  the	  city	  
	  
It	  is	  important	  that	  as	  planners	  we	  never	  cease	  to	  think	  about	  Johannesburg	  as	  a	  city	  that	  is	  
still	  in	  transition.	  It	  is	  not	  done	  changing	  and	  this	  will	  probably	  be	  the	  case	  for	  a	  very	  long	  
time.	  Also	  in	  the	  way	  that	  we	  write	  about	  the	  city	  in	  planning	  literature,	  it	  is	  important	  that	  
this	  fact	  remains	  clear.	  Thinking	  and	  writing	  about	  the	  city	  in	  this	  way	  means	  that	  we	  are	  
immersing	  ourselves	  in	  the	  context;	  we	  develop	  a	  keen	  eye	  as	  to	  what	  it	  is	  about	  the	  city	  it	  is	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changing,	  how	  that	  change	  is	  taking	  place	  and	  what	  it	  change	  affects.	  All	  these	  questions	  are	  
important	  to	  keep	  in	  mind	  because	  change	  takes	  place	  whether	  planning	  is	  aware	  of	  it	  or	  
not.	  Thinking	  about	  the	  city	  in	  this	  manner	  only	  implies	  that	  we	  acknowledge	  what	  the	  city	  
presently	  is	  while	  also	  thinking	  about	  it	  is	  becoming.	  
 
As	  Johannesburg	  is	  a	  city	  in	  transition,	  what	  has	  changed	  in	  the	  context	  of	  its	  inner	  city	  to	  
allow	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  to	  experience	  the	  city	  the	  way	  they	  wish;	  and	  what	  are	  the	  
potential	  threats	  to	  this?	  As	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art	  are	  subversive	  elements	  of	  the	  city,	  
they	  thrive	  in	  this	  state	  even	  more	  because	  they	  are	  treated	  as	  marginal	  even	  at	  policy	  level	  
for	  example,	  the	  city's	  Public	  Art	  Policy	  and	  the	  Youth	  Development	  Strategy.	  Their	  exclusion	  
in	  this	  sense	  suggests	  that	  there	  is	  no	  form	  of	  policy	  that	  is	  trying	  to	  regulate	  these	  activities,	  
and	  such	  a	  policy	  would	  potentially	  interfere	  with	  their	  natural	  insurgent	  nature.	  This	  
exclusion	  is	  one	  of	  the	  significant	  ways	  that	  have	  indirectly	  opened	  way	  for	  the	  skaters	  and	  
artists	  to	  express	  and	  experience	  the	  city	  in	  their	  respective	  ways.	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  threats	  to	  this	  however,	  is	  how	  private	  security	  has	  extended	  its	  area	  of	  
jurisdiction	  into	  the	  public	  realm.	  This	  is	  an	  attempt	  by	  business	  to	  impact	  the	  way	  that	  
public	  spaces	  around	  its	  private	  buildings	  are	  used	  to	  ensure	  that	  business	  activities	  taking	  
place	  in	  those	  buildings	  are	  not	  interrupted	  by	  noise	  from	  street	  skaters,	  for	  example.	  We	  
have	  seen	  how	  some	  of	  the	  street	  skaters	  have	  talked	  about	  this	  and	  although	  they	  have	  
been	  able	  to	  negotiate	  the	  usage	  of	  some	  spaces	  through	  money,	  this	  may	  not	  always	  be	  the	  
case.	  Therefore	  as	  the	  city	  is	  trying	  to	  attract	  more	  business	  into	  the	  inner	  city	  (Winkler,	  
2009	  and	  Garner,	  2011),	  the	  place	  of	  these	  spontaneous	  activities	  is	  slowly	  shrinking.	  
	  
This	  kind	  of	  study	  is	  therefore	  important	  because	  we	  do	  not	  only	  get	  to	  see	  how	  change	  
takes	  on	  many	  forms	  in	  the	  inner	  city,	  but	  also	  learn	  the	  different	  forces	  that	  influence	  that	  
change.	  The	  skaters	  and	  artists	  have	  been	  a	  practical	  case	  study	  case	  study	  in	  this	  regard	  as	  
they	  revealed	  knowledge	  from	  street	  level	  as	  well	  as	  the	  spatialities	  of	  that	  knowledge.	  This	  
kind	  of	  study	  is	  further	  important	  as	  it	  has	  shed	  some	  light	  into	  how	  we	  can	  engage	  with	  
spontaneous	  activities	  –	  from	  a	  psychological	  as	  well	  as	  methodological	  stance	  as	  urban	  
researchers.	  There	  is	  a	  level	  of	  psychology	  involved	  in	  it	  because	  at	  times	  the	  researcher	  
needs	  to	  "be	  one	  of"	  the	  participants	  in	  order	  to	  gain	  a	  much	  more	  vivid	  picture	  into	  the	  
experiences	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  in	  the	  city.	  
 
This	  type	  of	  study	  is	  also	  important	  because	  it	  alerts	  us	  to	  the	  complexity	  of	  the	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Johannesburg	  story.	  This	  is	  the	  story	  of	  how	  the	  inner	  city	  was	  once	  an	  economically	  thriving	  
environment	  until	  the	  decline	  in	  the	  1980s	  where	  at	  the	  same	  time	  business	  moved	  to	  the	  
northern	  parts	  of	  the	  Metropolitan	  area;	  and	  how	  currently,	  the	  city	  seeks	  a	  pro-­‐business	  
space	  (Garner,	  2011,	  Winkler,	  2009,	  Morris,	  1997).	  While	  this	  story	  is	  true,	  if	  one	  applies	  this	  
kind	  of	  thinking	  towards	  street	  skating	  and	  street	  art,	  then	  these	  two	  activities	  should	  not	  be	  
there	  at	  all.	  There	  is	  no	  place	  for	  them	  in	  the	  Johannesburg	  story.	  Hence	  I	  contend	  that	  the	  
experiences	  of	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  as	  revealed	  in	  this	  study	  underline	  the	  complexity	  of	  
the	  Johannesburg	  story.	  It	  is	  not	  as	  simple	  as	  we	  understand	  it	  to	  be	  from	  a	  distance.	  It	  is	  
how	  it	  manifests	  on	  the	  ground	  that	  we	  begin	  to	  see	  what	  it	  means	  for	  how	  different	  people	  
and	  groups	  live	  their	  lives	  in	  the	  inner	  city.	  
	  
The	  above	  observation	  leads	  me	  to	  conclude	  that	  the	  city	  needs	  to	  rethink	  its	  greater	  vision	  
for	  what	  it	  seeks	  to	  achieve	  with	  its	  urban	  renewal	  programs.	  For	  example	  beginning	  with	  
the	  idea	  of	  Newtown	  as	  a	  cultural	  hub	  of	  the	  city:	  what	  cultures	  are	  allowed	  in	  there	  and	  
what	  are	  they	  allowed	  to	  do?	  Is	  it	  acceptable	  to	  the	  city	  to	  perform	  those	  cultural	  activities	  
as	  long	  as	  they	  are	  kept	  in	  the	  buildings	  and	  museums?	  The	  idea	  of	  culture	  is	  very	  broad	  and	  
means	  different	  things	  for	  different	  people	  (Yudice,	  2003).	  Johannesburg	  is	  saturated	  with	  
many	  different	  cultures	  and	  subcultures	  but	  to	  label	  one	  precinct	  as	  a	  cultural	  precinct	  and	  
overlay	  it	  have	  tight	  restrictions	  as	  to	  what	  cultures	  are	  permissible	  and	  where	  they	  should	  
take	  place	  within	  that	  space	  leaves	  a	  distorted	  image	  of	  what	  the	  city	  seeks	  to	  achieve	  with	  
such	  initiatives.	  Thus	  it	  is	  critical	  that	  the	  city	  redefines	  the	  idea	  of	  "culture"	  and	  "cultural	  
precinct"	  more	  rigorously	  so	  that	  the	  aims	  are	  clear	  and	  are	  not	  interpreted	  differently	  by	  
different	  city	  inhabitants.	  By	  using	  "culture",	  the	  city	  itself	  might	  be	  attracting	  the	  different	  
cultures	  including	  the	  spontaneous	  ones.	  However	  as	  these	  activities	  emerge,	  they	  do	  not	  fit	  
into	  what	  the	  city	  had	  imagined.	  These	  incidences	  as	  highlighted	  throughput	  the	  study	  by	  
the	  street	  skaters	  and	  artists	  demonstrate	  how	  culture	  has	  been	  defined	  and	  understood	  in	  
a	  way	  that	  it	  excludes	  some	  people	  while	  including	  others.	  
Conclusion	  	  
The	  city	  is	  a	  place	  of	  opportunity	  and	  to	  gain	  access	  to	  those	  opportunities,	  negotiations	  
have	  to	  take	  place.	  We	  have	  seen	  how	  the	  street	  as	  the	  primary	  space	  for	  street	  skating	  and	  
street	  art	  has	  been	  a	  container	  for	  many	  of	  the	  opportunities	  young	  people	  emphasise	  with	  
regards	  to	  their	  place	  in	  the	  city.	  Hence	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  same	  space	  is	  able	  to	  shift	  to	  
accommodate	  different	  users.	  Users	  also	  add	  on	  new	  meanings	  and	  this	  develops	  a	  better	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sense	  of	  belonging	  for	  the	  youth.	  Hence	  adaptive	  space	  has	  been	  found	  to	  be	  the	  most	  
common	  space	  for	  skaters	  and	  artists,	  followed	  by	  negotiative	  space.	  This	  high	  presence	  of	  
these	  two	  kinds	  of	  spaces	  once	  again	  reinforces	  the	  fact	  that	  negotiations	  are	  always	  taking	  
place	  with	  regards	  to	  the	  usage	  of	  public	  space	  and	  planners	  need	  to	  accept	  that	  certain	  
things	  will	  always	  need	  to	  be	  negotiated.	  
	  
Through	  an	  engagement	  with	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists,	  the	  study	  has	  challenged	  broad	  
misconceptions	  about	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists	  in	  inner	  city	  Johannesburg.	  The	  artists	  and	  
skaters	  are	  real	  people	  with	  real	  dreams	  and	  aspirations	  trying	  to	  negotiate	  their	  own	  places	  
in	  the	  city	  through	  public	  space.	  Furthermore,	  a	  wider	  range	  of	  issues	  was	  reflected	  upon,	  
following	  the	  lead	  by	  the	  skaters	  and	  artists.	  For	  a	  planner	  conducting	  research,	  it	  is	  a	  
profound	  lesson	  to	  be	  taught	  certain	  things	  about	  the	  city	  by	  someone	  who	  has	  never	  
studied	  cities.	  It	  was	  not	  an	  entire	  community	  of	  skaters	  and	  artists	  that	  were	  part	  of	  the	  
study	  but	  what	  the	  few	  have	  pointed	  out	  in	  the	  study	  has	  been	  immensely	  valuable	  in	  terms	  
of	  new	  knowledge	  about	  the	  city.	  The	  need	  for	  other	  translations	  of	  the	  city	  became	  clear,	  
the	  identity	  of	  actors	  in	  public	  space	  was	  also	  pointed	  out.	  As	  planners,	  we	  can	  begin	  some	  
introspection	  –	  deeper	  questions	  as	  to	  why	  our	  ideas	  of	  urban	  change	  differ	  so	  much	  from	  
those	  on	  the	  ground	  and	  how	  we	  can	  draw	  on	  the	  lessons	  discussed	  here	  to	  better	  the	  
effectiveness	  of	  our	  practice.	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